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A B S T R A C T  
Fashion visually communicates identity. The clothing one wears influences how others perceive and 
interact with one. The relationship between fashion and identity is important, since fashion communicates 
aspects of identity without verbal communication. Identity formation and influences would therefore also 
affect fashion choices. These fashion choices are referred to as fashion identities.  
Various aspects influence the development of identity. Social interaction and media are two of the main 
influencers. In contemporary society these two influencers have been combined through social media 
platforms. This leads to the research questions: “What influence does social media have on identity 
development?”, “What influence would social media have on fashion identities?” and “Could online 
fashion content be utilised as a guide in the fashion design process?” 
These research questions are addressed through both theoretical research and online questionnaire 
responses from participants. The study consists of two components, namely the theoretical component 
and a practical component. The two components support, inform and validate one another’s findings.  
The study found that multiple identity types (personal, social and role) collectively form a person’s 
identity. The multiplicity of identities makes the representation process unique. Fashion identity can 
represent each of the identity types, separately or collectively. Furthermore, social media’s fashion 
content influences online users’ fashion identity and could lead to follow-through purchasing. 
In order to test the theoretical findings, eight of the questionnaire participants were selected for the 
practical component. The researcher interpreted their questionnaire responses and fashion content from 
social media platforms they had submitted with the questionnaire. The analysis and interpretation were 
used to design eight sketch-ranges. From these eight, two ranges were selected for physical production. 
The eight participants were asked for feedback pertaining to whether the designs captured their fashion 
identity and communicated aspects of this identity. The responses affirmed that designs had the 
necessary appeal suggesting that online fashion content can be used as a guide to the design process, in 
order to encapsulate identity representation. 
Keywords: fashion identity, fashion design process, identity representation, identity development, identity 
influencers, social media 
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G L O S S A R Y  
Term Definition 
Fashion identity It is an identity that is formulated through symbolic cues that are 
inherent to the clothing, hair, make-up, accessories and shoes one 
wears. It communicates information about the wearer such as age, 
gender, social groupings or even sub-culture membership. 
Formation of identity It is the process of creating one’s identity through establishing chosen 
and inherent aspects of it. 
Multiculturalism It is the presence of diverse cultures in a society. 
Multi-networking The process of having accounts on various social media platforms. 
Representation of identity It is the process of communicating one’s identity through a visual 
medium such as clothing, accessories and make-up. 
Social media It is an Internet-based platform where user-generated content can be 
shared and discussed among users, individually or across a broad 
audience. 
Social networking The use of social media platforms to interact with other users, or to find 
users with similar interests. 
Palaeolithic era The early phase of the Stone Age. 
User-generated content Content that is shared by individual Internet users. It includes various 
online media such as video, imagery, photography and text. 
Semiosis It is the process of transferring meaning through the use of signs. 
Interpersonal behaviour It is all behaviour that involves communication between people. 
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1  C H A P T E R  1  
I N T R O D U C T I O N  
1.1 Background: the important relationship between fashion and social media 
[Social media usage by consumers] has affected different aspects of fashion design, communication, 
and distribution. The fashion Internet community is like a global digital agora tweeting passions and 
opinions…each one is self-made critic…It obliges anyone in the industry to think in a fresher way  
(Hedi Slimane, creative director for Saint-Laurent Paris, in Dolbec and Fischer, 2015:1447) 
In the digital age, industries need to adapt to technological advancements to meet the demand of 
consumers (Uhlirova, 2013:118), and the fashion industry is no exception. Liard Borelli (2002:7) wrote in 
Net Mode: Web fashion now, that fashion and the Internet are ideally suited to work together as both are 
visually focussed and based on speedy communication. The fashion industry requires fast communication 
of new styles, instantaneous updates and flexibility, which social media can provide. In turn, social media’s 
ability to provide instant communication on a global level has nurtured a consumer culture of instant 
gratification that has forced the fashion industry to produce at a much faster pace (Finley, 2016:par.16). 
Therefore there is an intricate relationship between fashion and social media that balances the creation of 
demands and meeting of demands. 
The large growth and opportunities in social media have required the fashion industry to adopt new 
approaches in several aspects of the industry. The relationship that occurs between the fashion industry 
and social media is central to contextualising this research. There are two specific areas which social 
media influences that strengthen this relationship, namely increasing communication speed and 
interaction.  
• Increasing communication speed 
Smith (2012:par.15) explains that the Internet, digital photography and online social platforms have 
altered the diffusion system in the fashion industry. The diffusion of fashion relates to the “spread of 
fashion in and across social systems” (Kawamura, 2005:74). Fashion goods receive in-fashion status 
through an intricate relationship between the fashion leaders, media and society (Kawamura, 2005:21).  
Crane (2000:14) identifies two models that are traditionally used in fashion studies, the top-down model 
and the bottom-up model. Frings (2005:57) and Godart (2012:79) suggest a third model, the trickle-across 
model, which is a product of modern technology. Figure 1.1 illustrates the top-down model, Figure 1.2 the 
bottom-up model and Figure 1.3 the trickle-across model (adapted from Frings, 2005:57).  
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The figures above are simplified representations of the various diffusion models. Figure 1.1, Figure 1.2 and 
Figure 1.3 indicate that media plays an essential role in fashion distribution across all diffusion models. 
Media thus affects what, how, when and to whom the fashion is distributed. The source of innovation and 
the speed of the media communication are the two aspects that determine which diffusion model is 
active.  
Fashion leaders are a small group of individuals who embrace fashion innovations prior to their becoming 
fashionable (Frings, 2005:54). Kawamura (2005:76) explains that the leaders are determined by social 
class and are usually members of higher social status, who are financially able to follow innovative 
fashion. Kawamura (2005:76) clarifies that garments receive fashion status because fashion leaders assign 
Figure 1.3: Trickle-across model. Adapted from Frings (2005:57). 
Figure 1.1: Top-down model. Adapted from Crane (2000:14) and Frings (2005:57). 
Figure 1.2: Top-down model. Adapted from Crane (2000:14) and Frings (2005:57). 
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cultural meaning to the garments. The fashion leaders’ roles are thus to assist in the transition from 
garment to fashion. 
The fashion conscious consumers are the bridge between the leaders and the followers (Frings, 2005:57). 
The members of fashion conscious groups have the means to be leaders, but lack innovation and 
confidence. Their financial strength and consciousness of social acceptance places them in this group. 
The fashion followers are the most crucial to the fashion industry. Frings (2005:55) states that “fashion 
needs (fashion) followers, or it would not exist”.  In order for consumer goods to be considered as 
fashionable, they must be accepted or appeal to a large group. This consumer group consists of the 
majority of fashion consumers, in other words the general public. Fashion followers buy the fashion items 
once the garments have moved into the retail market, at mass quantities at lower prices (Frings, 2005:55). 
Followers rely on leaders to provide fashion direction that they can imitate. 
Prior to the 1960s, the top-down model (Figure 1.1) was the only diffusion model that was used (Crane, 
2000:14). The model is based on the notion that a higher status symbol dictates the acceptable fashion 
and the rest of society adopts or imitates these fashion styles (Kawamura, 2005:20). This model is dictated 
by class systems and stems from sociological studies. Pierre Bourdieu (in Kawamura, 2005:20), a French 
sociologist, concluded that fashion originates in a framework of cultural taste and social class. Sociologists 
Quentin Bell, George Simmel and Thorstein Veblen believed that understanding social class was vital in 
understanding how the fashion system works (Kawamura, 2005:29).  
The bottom-up model (Figure 1.2) was first used during the 1960s when the fashion industry began to 
recognise the general consumers as fashion innovators (Frings, 2005:57). Godart (2012:79) explains that in 
this model the working- or middle-class become the innovators of fashion and their fashions are adopted 
by the traditional leaders. An example of the bottom-up model is evident in the punk style, where 
traditional fashion leaders, such as Zandra Rhodes, adapted the punk street fashion style into runway 
collections (Frings, 2005:57), making the lower income groups the influential role players in the bottom-up 
diffusion model.  
The way in which fashion diffusion occurs today is rather difficult to determine exactly as a systematic 
structure, since the industry has become less structured than before (Kawamura, 2005:75), which can be 
accredited to the fast communication of modern technologies and globalisation. The trickle-across model 
(Figure 1.3) tries to explain how fashion diffuses today. The top-down and bottom-up models relied on the 
communication of the styles to vertically pass through society to reach all consumers. In the vertical 
models fashion takes longer to complete the diffusion cycle. However, modern technology in online image 
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distribution has sped up the communication of styles, resulting in a linear process, which is visible in the 
trickle-across model. Evans (2016:64) explains that due to social media platforms, runway fashion shows 
can be viewed almost instantaneously, where traditionally general consumers had to wait months to see 
the collections. This immediate availability has made individuals accustomed to instant gratification and 
forced the industry to produce at a much faster pace (Finley, 2016:par.16). Fashion thus moves across all 
socioeconomic groups nearly simultaneously, rather than originating from one specific social class. The 
trickle-across diffusion illustrates how modern technology’s immediate access can influence a whole 
industry. Suddenly, traditional elites are dressing in the same styles as the general public. Is that not the 
very essence of the democratisation of fashion?  
• Interaction: creating a direct channel between the industry and the consumer 
McQuarrie, Miller and Phillips (2013:154) propose that the dawn of social media has also brought 
democratisation in the field of fashion communication, allowing more direct interaction between the 
industry and society. Prior to the Internet consumers were often disconnected from the fashion industry. 
Social media has made the inclusion of consumers not only possible, but also easy, fast and effective, 
which has improved customer relationships (Mohr, 2013:18). Evans (2016:64) highlights the importance of 
this relationship in saying that: 
The really important relationship in the fashion industry is between the designer and the consumer. 
Everyone else is just a facilitator…Consumers and designers rely on each other for identity and 
creativity…and that’s one of the most beautiful parts of art and fashion. 
The interaction that social media facilitates, connects consumers to both fashion leaders and other 
consumers. A new level of intimacy can be reached between consumers and fashion leaders, since they 
can now personally communicate via social media platforms (English, 2007:147), creating a more direct 
line of communication than before. For example, Sellors (2014:par.4) explains that Zac Posen, an 
American fashion designer, posted photographs of his holiday on Instagram. His 640 000 followers 
responded with requests for garments in the colours of the photograph. Based on the commentary from 
his followers, Posen readjusted his Spring-Summer 2015 collection to suit the followers’ requests. The 
connectivity that these platforms provide strengthened consumer relationships, which is essential to the 
industry’s future (Frings, 2005:55). 
Mallinson (2015:3) investigated online users’ attitudes toward consumer interaction and reported that a 
majority of consumers felt that consumer photography and reviews were more truthful and trustworthy 
than those of professionals. This sentiment is shared among some fashion academics. Kawamura 
(2005:81) critiques traditional media for being prejudiced, because of the investments fashion designers, 
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brands and industries have in media publications. Designers, brands and other fashion industries gift 
goods to media professionals that compromise the integrity of their opinions. Suzy Menkes, previous 
fashion editor of The International Herald Tribune, says that “it is tough to remain independent in spirit if 
you are showered with clothes and sent plane tickets and hotel nights to go and see a show...” (in Van de 
Peer, 2014:447). 
The interaction between consumers has also provided valuable growth to the industry regarding 
consumer feedback. Consumers’ reviews are freely available on social media sites, giving word-of-mouth 
marketing a new life. Mohr (2013:18) reports that viral reviews are extremely powerful and have the 
ability to damage or boost sales. Customers rely on other customers’ opinions and reviews to assist them 
with purchasing decisions. The interaction with other people plays an important role in purchasing and 
customers rely on the social experience associated with traditional shopping (Raimundo, 2014:par.4). Now 
social media has provided a platform where the need for social interaction and shopping can be met.  
The interaction that social media facilitates enables users to also produce content. Therefore, consumers 
have become not only processors of content, but also authors. The democratisation of fashion through 
social media also extents to the authorship of online content. The Internet has made fashion freely 
available to all levels of society and has provided a platform where the audience (online users) have 
become active participants in the creation and distribution of online fashion content. Consumers have not 
only found their voice in connecting with leaders and other consumers, but are also becoming critical 
voices themselves. According to Mohr (2013:18), the Internet has become an incubator that is nurturing 
critics. Consumers are given the opportunity to voice their unique, strong and personal opinions to a 
broad audience that is willing to listen. 
The authorship that online users enjoy has forced the industry to rethink the criterion of fashion 
professionals. In a response to the influence of user-generated content, the fashion industry has included 
self-acclaimed fashion “professionals” into the industry.  
In 2003, fashion bloggers were invited to fashion shows for the first time, challenging the field of fashion 
journalism (Odell, 2015:17). Since then social media platforms have become the “backstage pass” to 
fashion shows for the general consumer (Mallinson, 2015:2), gaining annual positions on the guest list. 
These invitations indicated an industry shift, recognising social media as an important part of fashion’s 
future; however the fashion community was shocked.  
In 2016 Brooklyn Beckham, 16-year-old son of David and Victoria Beckham, was appointed to photograph 
Burberry’s 2016 British fragrance campaign. Hope (2016:par.3) reports that the public and various fashion 
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professionals labelled the appointment as nepotism. However, Christopher Bailey, Burberry chief creative 
and executive officer, claimed that the appointed was made based on Brooklyn’s 5.9 million online 
followers. Desmond (2016:par.9) interviewed professional fashion photographers, Chris Floyd and Jon 
Gorrigan, in order to gain understanding from a professional perspective. The photographers both felt 
that the appointment was understandable, risky and brilliant. The brand could attract a younger market 
through using Brooklyn’s online presence. However, Floyd holds that the appointment of an 
inexperienced photographer is devaluing to the profession. This addresses an issue that the general public 
often overlooks, namely the differentiation between credibility and celebrity (Kennedy and Walsh-Phillips, 
2015:46).  
The notion of becoming fashion critics has caused diverse responses. In a forum for fashion editors, held 
by WFIT (Fashion Institute of Technology’s radio and television broadcasting network), editors expressed 
the view that fashion journalists have the industry experience to validate their critique, which the social 
media critics lack (Dolbec and Fischer, 2015:1459). However, Sellors (2014:par.4) argues that designers 
and brands benefit from online critics, as these critiques are honest opinions from general consumers that 
are instantly available. Dolbec and Fischer (2015:1459) highlight that social media audiences have become 
an influential force, but remain inferior among traditional fashion professionals. McQuarrie et al. 
(2013:154) suggest that the fashion industry is accepting social media as a role player, but not 
relinquishing the industry’s elitist power. Consequently, social media has not replaced established 
methods, but has rather become a supportive tool to the industry. 
• Utilising social media as a design tool 
Social media is part of contemporary society and consumers are influenced by what is seen on these 
platforms. Chahal (2016:par.10) explains that social media images influence consumer’s buying choices 
and quality representation could improve sales. If fashion content influences buying choices, then the 
content one’s target market engages with online can provide valuable insight into customers’ preferences. 
Therefore, the fashion industry has to embrace social media’s role and aim to capitalise on this new form 
of communication. There have been many advances regarding online marketing opportunities (Borelli 
(2002:6) and e-commerce (Frings, 2005:43), however this study aims to investigate how social media 
influences the user’s fashion identity and how that influence could be utilised as a design tool.  
By using social media content as a tool for designing, one combines principles of the bottom-up (Figure 
1.2) and the trickle-across (Figure 1.3) diffusion models. The bottom-up model depends on fashion 
followers for fashion innovation or inspiration. This research aims to investigate whether the online 
fashion content of a target market could guide the design innovation process, in a similar way to the 
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process followed in the bottom-up model. The instant access to the fashion content and the use of 
technological advancements (social media) in fashion communication aligns with the trickle-across model.  
The social media platforms that this study will be examining include fashion blogs, Facebook, Instagram 
and Pinterest. Strugatz (2015:par.7) postulates that Instagram and Facebook are the ‘go-to’ spots for the 
latest fashion. Fashion blogs remain one of the platforms that maintain the highest impact since they are 
solely devoted to fashion; however bloggers have claimed that Instagram, Facebook and Pinterest have 
become significant competition to the traditional fashion blog (Klein, 2014:par.9). Although Instagram, 
Facebook and Pinterest include numerous topics, fashion content ranks under the top five most shared 
and viewed topics (Daley, 2015:par.26). The influence of social media has been felt by both the fashion 
industry and consumers. Social media has broken down traditional fashion boundaries and has brought a 
new perspective to the democratisation of modern fashion practices. 
1.2 Research aim and objectives 
The research aims to investigate how fashion content on social media platforms, such as fashion blogs, 
Facebook, Instagram and Pinterest, influence specific social groups’ choices regarding their fashion 
identity. 
The following research objectives were set to assist the investigation to address the research aim: 
1) To establish why identity is important and what influences the formation of identity; 
2) to investigate how fashion is utilised in the representation of identity; 
3) to determine how media (including social media) influence viewers or users; 
4) to explore identity theories (personal, social and role) in order to determine which type of identity 
is represented by fashion; 
5) to determine which of the selected social media platforms (fashion blogs, Facebook, Pinterest or 
Instagram) is used most and is therefore most likely to influence users; and 
6) to create a fashion range that illustrates how social media influences identity formation and how 
users’ online activity can be used as a guideline to the design process for fashion professionals. 
1.3 Research question 
How do selected social media platforms with fashion content influence the formation of identity among 
users? 
 
CHAPTER 1:  
INTRODUCTION 
8 | P a g e  
 
1.4 Significance of the study 
The significance of the study is to highlight social media’s role in fashion identity formation from both 
consumer and industry perspectives. This could be used to enhance business practices, such as identifying 
trending directions, to assist informed business choices, in relation to design and marketing, and to 
recognise what social media content influences their specific target market. This study contributes to the 
field of fashion by showing how modern technologies influence consumers’ notions of their fashion 
identities (and consequently their fashion purchase behaviour although this research does not address 
that aspect of identity generation). 
1.5 Delimitation of the study 
The study will be focussing on the following social media platforms: fashion blogs, Facebook, Pinterest and 
Instagram. The identified population the study will be investigating will be South African women, between 
the ages of 18 and 29. 
1.6 Methodology 
This study consists of two components. Firstly, a theoretical component, that aims to investigate how 
social media influences the formation of a fashion identity. The second part, the practical component, is 
informed by the theoretical component and aims to illustrate how users’ online activity in relation to 
fashion content, can be used as a design tool for fashion professionals. The study is based on how 
consumer fashion choices are influenced by social media. The practical component is guided by the 
theoretical investigation and informed by questionnaires completed by participants.  
These participants are a convenience sample from the identified population. The sampling process of 
participants is discussed in Section 4.7.1. The collected data from the questionnaires identifies the social 
media content that the participants deemed as influential to their fashion identities. The social media 
content was analysed for each participant in order to provide insight to their individual fashion identities. 
Eight participants were then selected for the development of sketch-ranges. The selection of the eight 
participants was based on the uniqueness of their fashion identity in comparison to the rest of the 
participant group. The analysed social media content of the eight selected participants was used to guide 
and inspire the design process of the sketch-ranges.  
The eight participants were each contacted to critique the sketch-range that was designed for them 
specifically. Communication with these participants was crucial to the research, since their opinions of the 
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ranges help to determine whether the practical component is successful. Furthermore, their critiques 
indicate whether the questionnaire data was successfully analysed and applied to the design process.  
From the eight sketch-ranges, two ranges were selected for production. The two ranges ware selected 
based on the participants’ feedback with regards to their ranges and objective critiques from experts in 
the field of design. The selection process is discussed in detail in Section 4.7.1. The practical component 
aims to support the theoretical findings and to provide visual validation of these findings. 
The practical component thus consists of the analysed questionnaires, eight fashion ranges in sketch 
format (each consisting of five outfits) developed from eight selected questionnaires, and the physical 
production of two fashion ranges which were selected from the eight sketched ranges after careful 
consideration. 
The research design that guides this study is discussed in depth in Chapter 4. The dissertation uses Lewis, 
Saunders and Thornhill’s (2009:108) “research onion” framework as a guide to develop the appropriate 
research design for this research illustrates this framework. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.4 guides the research design development and provides structure to Chapter 4’s investigation of 
methodology. The various levels, as indicated in the research onion, form the subsections of Chapter 4 
and are discussed in the order of the research onion hierarchy. The framework gives clarity on how the 
various levels influence and overarch one another. Chapter 4 investigates the possible methods that the 
Figure 1.4: Research onion framework. Adapted from Lewis et al. (2009:108). 
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research could apply and identifies the chosen methods. Chapter 4 also argues and validates the chosen 
methods based on the appropriateness and effectiveness of the methods to achieve and address the main 
research question and the research objectives as outlined in this chapter. 
1.7 Chapter overview 
The research is structured into six chapters, each aimed to support the overarching research question. 
Chapter 1 provides background and contextualises the research. The research outline, aim and objectives 
are laid out in this chapter and guide the research process.  
Chapter 2 establishes the relationship between identity and fashion, through a literature review. The 
investigation highlights the importance of human identity and the development process thereof. Social 
media’s role in identity representation is also discussed in this chapter. The chapter further explores how 
individuals use fashion as a representation tool to communicate their own identity to society. In the 
investigation three identity types are identified that collectively form human identity. These identity types 
include personal identity, role identity and social identity. The following chapter explores these three 
identities.  
The three identity types are explored from a theoretical perspective in order to gain an understanding of 
how human identity is constructed and what the purpose of each identity type is. Personal identity is the 
core identity from which all other identities are developed. Social identity relates to an individual’s 
placement in society and how the individual interacts in a community, and provides a sense of belonging. 
Role identity refers to the enactment of specific roles one fulfils in a specific context. The identities 
collectively represent who a person is. The identity theories that are investigated stem from psychological 
and sociological theories. In order to contextualise these theories into the field of fashion, the chapter 
investigates how each identity can be communicated through fashion choices. 
Both Chapter 2 and 3 provide focus on understanding identity construction and how fashion is utilised to 
communicate identity. These chapters provide literature support for the practical component and guide 
the investigation from a theoretical perspective. 
Chapter 4 is structured according to the research design as shown in Figure 1.4, which is based on Lewis et 
al. (2009:108) framework. Possible research methods are explored from a theoretical perspective and 
then evaluated to determine which approach is most appropriate for this research project. The chosen 
methods are validated and discussed based on how the methods are applied and why the methods are 
deemed to be most appropriate. The choices made in the chapter are motivated by the research 
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objectives. The analysis of the questionnaires is discussed and accompanied by examples of the coding 
methods that were applied.  
Chapter 5 discusses in detail the application of the analysis and methodology that is set out in the 
preceding chapter. The analysis is divided into groups based on the type of information that is analysed. 
The analysis includes the biographical information of the participants, social media focussed data, 
identity-focussed data and the visual data analysis. The sections are constructed to explain the analysis 
process and what the purpose of the analysis is in relation to the research objectives. This provides clarity 
to why the analysis is necessary and which objective the analysis is addressing. The chapter also reports 
on the practical component and discusses how the researcher interpreted the data to inform the practical 
component. The sketch-ranges are displayed in the chapter accompanied with brief descriptions of the 
participants. The selection process of the two ranges that were physically produced is also explained in 
this chapter.  
The research findings, for both the theoretical and the practical components, and the conclusion are 
discussed in Chapter 6.  Chapter 6 is structured to report on the importance of identity, identity 
construction, fashion as representation of identity, the influence of social media’s fashion content on 
online users, which identity type is represented by fashion, which social media platform is used the most 
and the successfulness of social media content as a guide in the fashion design process. The addressing of 
each of these objectives is divided into the theoretical and practical findings. The chapter aims to report 
on the findings and provide insight to social media’s role in influencing fashion identity. Furthermore, the 
chapter aims to determine whether fashion content on social media can be used to assist in the fashion 
design process.  
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2  C H A P T E R  2  
T H E  R E S E A R C H  F R A M E W O R K :  
A N  I N T R O D U C T I O N  T O  F A S H I O N  A N D  I D E N T I T Y  
2.1 Introduction 
The “presentation of the self is so closely linked to the identity that these three – dress, the body and the 
self – are not perceived separately but simultaneously, as a totality” (Entwistle, 2007:276). This suggests 
that there is an important relationship between clothing and identity and that the fashion choices any 
individual makes are informed by their identities (Larrain, 2012:153). Fashion is often regarded as a 
superficial pursuit that has no true value; however the relationship between fashion and identity is 
undeniable. Arvanitidou and Gasouka (2012:12) supports this belief by stating that “fashion is socially 
superficial but it is not sociologically insignificant”. Eva Rykrsmith (2012:par.1), an organisational 
psychologist, confirms this importance of fashion and explains that society judges individuals based on 
their appearance, especially in professional settings. Further, Yang (2015:par.6) reports that even 
therapists are trained to analyse patients’ fashion and grooming choices to indicate their mental health 
and progress. Fashion choices are therefore interconnected to the identity of the wearer. The two 
concepts inform each other. Regardless of whether or not a wearer disregards the importance of fashion’s 
role in identity, individuals still participate in this process of identity representation (Entwistle, 2007:275) 
which often occurs unconsciously (Larrain, 2012:144). Fashion is an omnipresent part of contemporary 
society and identity. The way identity is constructed would thus inform an individual’s fashion choices. 
Therefore, aspects that influence identity development will in turn affect fashion decisions. 
Fearon (1999:10) believes that media, along with social interaction, contribute largely to identity 
construction. According to Russo (2012:405) the relationship between identity and modern media has 
become vitally important to modern day society and influences how society perceives itself. Considering 
Fearon and Russo’s standpoints, social interaction and media play an important role in identity formation. 
A key component in modern media is social networking, which marries the two main influences of identity 
formation that Russo and Fearon identified. This leads to the question of the role that social networking 
plays in identity formation and fashion choices.  
This chapter proceeds by investigating the definition of identity and aims to answer the following 
questions: what aspects influence identity formation, what does identity communicate, what is the 
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importance of identity and how do media, specifically social media, contribute to identity formation. 
These questions will provide the necessary understanding of identity that is required to investigate what 
role fashion plays in the representation of identity, how fashion communicates identity and what aspects 
of individual identity could be translated into fashion to communicate identity ‘truthfully’. Answers to 
these questions are essential to provide the necessary context to focus the study.   
2.2 What is the definition of “identity”? 
Defining identity is not simple due to its subjective, multi-faceted nature and because identity relates to a 
broad spectrum of disciplines and practices (Segura, 2008:17) such as ethnicity, fashion, gender, 
neuroscience, psychology, religion and sociology.  Fearon (1999:1-2) describes identity to be an enigma 
that is used frequently with ease in everyday discourse; however, it cannot be given a sufficiently short 
description to convey its full meaning. As a starting point, Jenkins (2014:17) refers to the Latin origin of 
identity, which stems from the word idem which means “the same”. Identity is thus a referencing system 
that allows one to distinguish sameness and simultaneously identify difference. It could be argued that 
identity is a tool society uses to distinguish and associate things or people. Furthermore, identity holds an 
association with certain characteristics (Jenkins, 2014:24), which is often used in corporate branding to 
convey the company’s identity. Stevenson (2014:par.3) notes that the branding communicates aspects of 
the company’s products and identity such as quality, ethics, status, cost and prestige. The brand identity is 
also important in claiming ownership of the associated characteristics portrayed through the branding. 
Levi jeans can be used to illustrate Stevenson’s concept of brand identity. The iconic red Levi label is sewn 
onto the back pocket. This label distinguishes the jeans from other brands claiming ownership of the Levi 
identity. The brand has a reputation for certain characteristics such as high quality, fit and price. The 
identity of the brand conveys the message of superior quality (worth), fit (style) and associated price class 
(socioeconomic class of the wearer). Stevenson (2014:par.4) further adds that the purchases made by 
most consumers in the fashion sector are based on what the fashion product represents rather than its 
functionality. Beyond only purchasing a product, the consumer buys into the associated identity of the 
product. Stevenson’s argument of how brand identity is embedded into fashion goods could be similarly 
applied to human identity, where people purchase items that correlate to their individual identity.  
In broader society, identity can relate to numerous aspects such as objects, businesses, brands or people; 
however, this study will focus on human identity.  
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2.3 Importance of identity and identity as a communication device 
People are highly dependent on their identities (Segura, 2008:18). Human identity is used in a 
distinguishing, associative and communicating role. Marsella (2011:par.9) considers human identity as 
part of humankind’s most primal needs and as the stem of primal ambitions such as pleasure and violence 
(Lichtenstein in Bracher, 2009:25). Human identity is essential to basic human development. Carol Hoare 
(2006:19), a professor in human development, classifies identity as part of two of the four essential 
aspects of personal and social connectedness. The four aspects include: cognitive development, emotional 
development and learning about others (other’s identity) and oneself (own identity). These four aspects 
are meant to develop in a synchronised fashion and are interdependent. Hoare (ibid.) argues that social 
and personal connectedness is vital for balanced human development since they determine how human 
beings interact with their environment and other people in that environment. Human identity is thus 
important to personal development and one’s position in the broader community.  
Identity plays three important roles. Firstly, it forms part of human development, fundamental needs and 
ambitions. Secondly, it helps people to conceptualise themselves in situations and in relation to the rest of 
society. Lastly, it assists the broader community to conceptualise the individual; but what does it really 
communicate? Sika (2014:par.3) clarifies that identity provides cues, in the form of similarities and 
differences, which determine how individuals see themselves and how others will perceive and react 
toward individuals. As an example, John uses his identity to conceptualise himself in the world and the 
rest of society uses his identity to provide social cues on how to react towards him. These social cues help 
the observer to formulate how John is to be perceived and treated, and where he belongs in the broader 
community (Jenkins, 2014:7).  
Based on Sika (2014:par.3) and Jenkins’ (2014:7) reasoning of identity, one could argue that the 
importance of identity is two-fold. Firstly, it is important to the owner of the identity and secondly to the 
observer of the identity, to answer two essential questions about human beings. Who are they? And 
where do they belong?  
The two-fold importance of identity supports the identity theories of Hogg (2006:111-136) and Stets 
(2006:88-110). They claim that every person’s holistic identity consists of various identity types, namely, a 
personal or ego identity, role identity and a social or collective identity. These identities give a sense of 
self-definition and membership to broader communities (Holland, 2010:33). Consequently, these three 
identities answer the questions, who are you and where do you belong? The three identity types are 
discussed and investigated in Chapter 3.  
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In simple terms, identity assists society in classifying people based on the outcome of the questions 
regarding who they are and where they belong; however human identities are not that simplistically 
categorised. To shed light on the complexity of human identity, Segura (2008:19) highlights that identity 
can be broken down into different dimensions such as ethnicity, gender, occupation and sexual 
orientation. According to Segura’s identity argument, who one is and where one belongs is far more 
complex.   
2.4 Formation of identity through identity aspects 
Identity’s complexity can be credited to its fluid, multi-faceted and ever-changing nature and to the fact 
that it is rooted in a “paradoxical combination of sameness and difference” (Lawler, 2008:2). Over time 
individuals are exposed to changes in their environment and other identities. Since people cannot live 
completely isolated, changes in identity are inevitable. Crocetti and Meeus (2014:98) state that human 
identity cannot be static; it is a continual process of development and it constantly changes. Gauntlett 
(2008:107) describes identity development as a “reflexive project; an endeavour that we continuously 
work and reflect on”, which often occurs unconsciously.  
This constant development process contributes to the complexity of identity formation. In order to assist 
in understanding the complex identity development, the study investigates aspects that form the building 
blocks of identity. Even though identity is constantly changing there are aspects that are less likely to 
change. Holland (2010:33) believes that identity consists of three components, namely the “agency”, the 
“consequence” and the “representation”. The “agency” is aspects of identity that are less likely to change, 
since these aspects are intrinsic to the individual’s identity. The “consequence” is the parts that are more 
likely to change and is the result of outside influences. The fact that they can be influenced makes these 
chosen aspects open to media influences. The “representation” refers to how the identity is presented or 
communicated to the broader community.  
This study will refer to these aspects as inherent aspects (the “agency”), chosen aspects (the 
“consequence”) and the representation of identity. Inherent aspects, chosen aspects and influential media 
will be investigated in the following sections.  
2.4.1 Inherent aspects of identity formation 
The inherent parts of identity are aspects which one is born into such as gender, time, ethnic group, 
culture, nationality, social class and ideologies (Kriesberg, 2003:par.8). Although inherent aspects are less 
likely to change, in comparison to chosen parts, it is not impossible. The change that arises with these 
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aspects could be seen as developmental, since these changes often occur naturally, for example aging. 
Kroger (2006:4) suggests that identity must adapt because as time passes, people are exposed to different 
social and biological changes that influence the expectations of an individual and who an individual is. The 
inherent identity factors that influence identity formation include factors such as time, age, location and 
culture. 
• Time 
Through the passing of time individuals are presented with different challenges and opportunities, which 
in turn influence the formation of identity (Kroger, 2006:3). Brogan (2009:par.32) points out that the time-
period one finds oneself in determines many social expectations.  
At earlier historical moments, identity was not so much an issue; societies were more stable, 
identity was to a great extent assigned rather than selected or adopted. In current times, however, 
the concept of identity carries the full weight of the need for a sense of who one is, together with 
an often overwhelming pace of change in surrounding social contexts… 
(Howard in Jenkins, 2014:31) 
In the contemporary era, society’s rigid social structures have become laxer, as Howard mentions in the 
above statement. Since identity is no longer assigned, individuals have fewer restrictions when developing 
their identities.  This is especially evident in gender identities. For instance, during the 1960s studies 
showed that women were more concerned with establishing a family, whereas men were career-
orientated. Another study conducted in the early 2000s, in contrast, found that women were as equally 
driven in career building as their male counterparts (Santrock in Brogan, 2009:par.32). Time is connected 
to social change, such as in this example of the emancipation of women. Social changes, uprisings and 
political instabilities influence how people view themselves and the world they live in. Consequently, these 
views are mirrored in human identity. For example, women prior to their emancipation, through the 
feminist movement of the 1970s, saw themselves as stay-at-home mothers with little, if any, influence on 
the broader society. Their self-view and self-worth revolved mainly around their households, which made 
their identities strongly linked to the identities of their homes and families’ social position. In contrast, 
women in the 2000s can develop their own personal identities beyond their families and include factors 
such as careers and social role players. 
As time passes, society changes and social expectations evolve, as the above examples explain. However, 
beyond the social implication, individuals also experience change of identity due to aging over time. Aging 
is an important part of identity formation since social expectations are strongly linked to age (Kroger, 
2006:60). 
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• Age 
“Aging is not optional…we need to understand aging as both a physiological and cultural phenomenon” 
that has “consequences for how we approach identity” (Twigg, 2009:8). Age is an inherent part of identity 
that will change. Larrain (2012:143) explains that age is a significant influencer of identity. Age determines 
experiences, environment and responsibilities which reflect in identity. Many psychologists and 
sociologists have developed theories of human identity development based on age, such as Erik Erikson 
and Sigmund Freud (Kroger and Marcia, 2011:33).  
Erik Erikson, a psychosocial psychologist, developed a theory focussed on a lifelong approach, grounded in 
how genetics combined, with environment shape human development (Erikson’s psychosocial 
development, 2014). According to Erikson’s theory, human development only truly focusses on identity 
during the fifth stage of psychosocial development. This stage occurs from the age of 12 up to the age of 
18. At this stage of development, one is confronted with identity in terms of future roles and placement in 
adulthood. This would not be the first personal encounter with identity, but it is the first time 
independent choices regarding identity must be made. Kroger (2006:142) reasons that the biological 
changes in adolescence strengthen curiosity about identity, therefore experimentation, rebellion and 
discovery is common during this period (McLeod, 2013:par.42). According to Larrain’s (2012:143) 
research, identities of children or pre-adolescents are mainly shaped through parents, which makes this a 
stable period. During adolescent years, identity is in its least stable phase, because of the vast amount of 
change and exposure to social environments. The exploratory years between the ages 12 and 18, play an 
essential part of later identity choices because in this phase desired future identities or “possible selves” 
are established. Larrain (ibid.) further explains that when people reach post-adolescence, their identity 
returns to being more stable. The conclusion is made that post-adolescent years reflect a ‘truer’ self than 
the preceding years. It is important to note that identity never loses its fluidity, but rather the changes 
become less drastic (Brogan, 2009:par.26) and the identity becomes more stable. 
• Region / location 
The geographical region or location where an individual grows up influences aspects of their identity 
(Fearon, 1999:17). Segura (2008:19) explains that geography is only relevant in particular aspects of 
identity. To illustrate this argument Segura compares gender and ethnicity. As an example a man in 
Nigeria will still be categorised as male in India and in every other country. However with ethnicity, it 
becomes more complex. If a person is categorised as “black” in the United States of America, he or she 
might be “coloured” in South Africa and “white” in Brazil. These differences in categorisation influence the 
perception of identity in a social context. 
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Additionally, the geographical region contributes to identity formation on a cultural level. Csanyi 
(2006:par.1) explains that culture is influenced by location, because the geographical location determines 
elements such as weather conditions, topography and water reserves. In turn, these characteristics of a 
location determine culture-defining features such as clothing and culinary preferences. The climate would 
determine the necessary clothing to protect the wearer against the natural elements. The combination of 
topography, weather and water reserves would determine the type of vegetation and animal life available 
for food.  
• Culture 
In contemporary society every country has, to some degree, a diverse cultural heritage. Culture originally 
referred to the origin of a group of people (Education.nationalgeographic.org, 2015:par.7). People from 
the same cultural background would share certain elements that are often also associated with ethnicity. 
Culture is in essence a way of life based on general customs or beliefs held by a group of people during a 
particular time (Cambridge advanced learner’s dictionary, 2005:302). According to Farooq (2011:par.3-13), 
culture plays an essential role in identity formation because these culture-defining characteristics are 
mirrored in identity and influence choices made about identity. These culture-defining features include: 
• What is deemed as socially acceptable behaviour; 
• what is understood as right or wrong;  
• what is seen as important;  
• the language or languages spoken;  
• spiritual fulfilments; and  
• symbols of importance or belonging such as a national anthem or flag.  
These culture-defining features provide insight to the identity questions of who one is and where one 
belongs. Berry and Sam (2014:98) claim that in modern society, culture has become less definite than 
before, due to “cultural diffusion” (Csanyi, 2006:par.3). Cultural diffusion occurs due to technological 
advancements in communication and transportation. During the entire history of humankind there has 
been cultural diversity (Berry and Sam, 2014:97). However today, multiculturalism is a universal reality, 
because culture’s defining lines have become blurred because of modern technology. Multiculturalism has 
allowed culture, as an inherent aspect of identity, to become more fluid. Human beings do not exist in 
isolated environments, therefore multicultural environments have contributed to the complexity of 
human identity allowing for hybrid cultures to emerge. 
All these aspects (time, age, region and culture) address the inherent contributors of identity. Chosen 
aspects of identity can include an infinite amount of aspects. The following section aims to discuss some 
of the various possibilities. 
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2.4.2 Chosen aspects of identity 
The complexity of human identity mainly lies in the choices individuals make regarding their identity 
(Jones, Renn and Torres, 2009:578), since these choices lead to assigned groupings or further choices. 
Therefore Holland’s (2010:33) reference to these aspects as “the consequence” encapsulates the essence 
of the chosen aspects. Jones et al. (2009:578) suggest that because choices result in a series of further 
choices, the identity formation cannot be a linear process. Instead it is a continual, fluid process. The 
shifting parts of identity are mainly focussed on social interaction, environmental factors, popular culture, 
interests and opinions. The numerous possibilities these shifting parts of identity hold are overwhelming 
to adolescents. Peer groups are vital in identity development at this point (Kroger, 2006:78), since they 
help individuals to interact with similar identities and assist adolescents in coping with the overwhelming 
possibilities in identity development. Adolescents can experiment with multiple interests, develop 
opinions about identity and be exposed to diversity in a controlled social environment such as school and 
extracurricular activities. In one’s youth, one is more exposed to the chosen aspects of identity than 
previously in childhood. Consequently, at this point interaction in peer groups influences individuals’ 
identities and their outlook on others’ identities (Jones et al., 2009:581). 
During adolescence a foundation is formed which assists individuals in understanding and processing their 
identity and the identity of others (Kroger, 2006:56). However, when adulthood dawns choices are made 
freely and separately from supporting environments, like school or family. At this point personal attitudes, 
behaviour, opinions and interests are used as criteria to find compatible identities (Jones et al., 2009:581). 
Compatible identities refer to individuals with whom one would willingly interact in social settings. Brogan 
(2009:par.34) postulates that during experimentation in adolescence an understanding of traditional 
values emerges and in early adulthood these values are accepted or rejected. Furthermore, the traditional 
values are adjusted to contemporary society in order to align personal values with one’s worldview and 
that of the broader community. Through this process of value acceptance, rejection and realignment, an 
identity that suits one personally is developed and a personal framework for identity assessment emerges. 
Identity assessment refers to a criteria framework individuals use to evaluate identities of others and self. 
Here is a simple example to illustrate how adolescent experiences influence interaction in adulthood: 
John grew up in a Christian household with mixed-race parents. John’s friend, Frank, is the same age. 
Frank is from a white Muslim family. John and Frank both enjoy music. John enjoys classic rock and indie 
style music. Frank also enjoys rock music, but prefers the heavy metal genre. John and Frank’s identities 
differ in terms of religion, race and music preference. Due to the friendship between these two, John has 
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learnt to interact with people with other identities than his own. When John is older he joins a book club. 
Table 2.1 shows the members of the book club with some information regarding their identity: 
Table 2.1: Example of identities in a book club (Author’s own) 
Member Gender Race Age Career Religion 
Preferences 
Books Music 
Aria Female White 25 Artist Christian Fantasy Jazz and Rock 
Asanda Female Black 30 Teacher Christian Drama Pop and Indie 
Farouk Male Coloured 26 Dentist Muslim Sci-fi Classical and Jazz 
Joe Male Black 25 Lecturer Christian Fantasy Indie and Metal 
John Male White 27 Lawyer Christian Mystery Rock and Indie 
Nora Female Black 29 Teacher Ancestral worship Fantasy Jazz and RnB 
Paige Female White 28 Architect Atheist Sci-fi Rock and Metal 
In Table 2.1 various aspects of the members’ identities are illustrated. How John interacts with these 
members is influenced by his identity. His inherent identity would make him accepting of the diversity in 
race in the book club (due to his mixed-race family) and towards all the male members as they belong to 
the same gender identity. His chosen identity would make him accepting towards all members based on 
their common interest in literature and Joe and Asanda’s indie music taste. Because of his friendship with 
Frank, he would accept Farouk’s religious identity and Paige and Joe’s metal music preference. 
In the example of John’s book club, it can be concluded that inherent and chosen parts of identity play an 
important role in the interaction amongst identities. When adulthood is reached, society focusses more 
on common interest (a chosen aspect of identity) to find identity compatibility among society members 
(Jenkins, 2014:8).  Social interaction contributes largely to chosen aspects of identity. Another facet of 
identity that comes to light in this example is multiple membership of an array of identities. The members 
have commonalities amongst their identities, but not on every front. This addresses the multiple identities 
and multi-membership an individual possesses of a range of identity groupings.  
2.4.3 Multiple identities of an individual 
The identity one maintains is derived from a multitude of aspects (Section 2.4– 2.4.2). The complexity of 
human identity is rooted in the constant development of identity and the multiple influences that affect 
individuals uniquely and in undetermined ways (Stets, 2006:89). As members of broader society, 
individuals are exposed to diverse groups of people and influencers of identity (Berry and Sam, 2014:97). 
The exposure to the various stimuli that this offers provides a platform to ‘cherry-pick’ those stimuli that 
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Figure 2.1: Multiple identities in the book club. (Author’s own) 
appeal to one’s identity, resulting in a uniquely intricate and individual identity. It could be argued that 
individuality lies in multiple identities, since the unique combination of identities an individual maintains is 
what makes the individual unique (Eicher and Roach-Higgins, 1992:5). Reed (2004:286) explains that 
human identity is not a singularity, but is rather comprised of multiple identities that make up one person. 
For instance, in the book club example (Table 2.1), the members all have various parts that form their 
identity.  
Although a person is comprised of multiple identities which are omnipresent, it does not imply that the 
several identities are always equally dominant in every situation (Hogg, 2006:115). The assigned identity, 
or rather the identity that takes the foreground, is determined by the context (Burke and Stets, 2000:227). 
Stets (2006:103) suggests that the multiple identities shift and form various hierarchies. The most 
relevant, dominant or ‘higher’ identity will be placed centrally among the other identities in a specific 
context. For example, if Joe (Table 2.1) is a lecturer in literature and he is a father, his identity as a father 
will be less dominant during the book club meeting, whereas his professional identity as an expert in 
literature would become more dominant in the book club context. Multiple identities and the identity 
hierarchies that emerge, form part of identity theories (Stets, 2006:89), which are discussed in-depth in 
Chapter 3. However it is important, at this point, to acknowledge the multiple identities. To explain these 
multiple identities, members Aria, Asanda, Joe and Nora from Table 2.1 can be used. Among these 
members there are overlapping identities which promotes connectivity among them. Figure 2.1 illustrates 
these overlapping identity components. 
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Table 2.2: Multiple identities of Figure 2.1 explained (Author’s own) 
Area Members Type of overlap Identity aspect 
A Aria and Nora Music preference (Jazz) Chosen (interest) 
B Asanda and Nora Occupation (teachers) Chosen (interest) 
C Asanda and Joe Music preference (Indie) Chosen (interest) 
D Aria and Joe Age (25 years old) Inherent (age) 
E Aria, Joe and Nora Book genre preference (fantasy) Chosen (interest) 
F 
Asanda, Joe and Nora Race (black) and occupation 
(educators) 
Inherent (cultural and race) and 
chosen (interest) 
G Aria, Asanda and Nora Gender (female) Inherent (gender) 
H 
Aria, Asanda and Joe Religion (Christian) Inherent (culture) or chosen 
(ideology) 
I All four Book club members Chosen (interest) 
The letters in Figure 2.1 represent the overlapping identities, as explained in Table 2.2. The example above 
is rather simple, but could become more complex if developed further. For example, Nora might be an art 
teacher which would connect her identity to Aria, the freelance artist (Table 2.1), strengthening their 
connection beyond only music preference. The multiple identities allow integration into the broader 
community, creating a web of multi-membership connections. Social interaction often influences the 
development of overlapping identities and in turn overlapping identities influence social interaction (Fritz, 
2010:753). However, stating that social interaction and overlapping multiple identities influence each 
other does not imply that relationships will necessarily form. The observation of social interaction and 
overlapping identities does not take into account variables such as personality and emotion. For this study 
relationship development is not an area of concern, therefore this will not be explored. Nonetheless, 
social interaction is in fact a contributing factor to identity development. According to Fearon (1999:10), 
social interaction and media have become the two largest influencers of identity formation.   
2.4.4 Influential media 
Media has contributed to human society, by being the vehicle through which information is shared and 
dispersed. Although media is important for its circulation of information, Bennett, Kendall and McDougall 
(2011:100) believe that media has a strong influence on how identity is constructed. Cooper and Dzara 
(2010:102) claim that in contemporary society, media is used to form and express identity. Media types 
such as the music, films and books an individual enjoys become signifiers of who an individual is. The rise 
of consumerism also strengthened media’s level of influence. Consumerism created the notion that 
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identity is validated through the consumption of goods (Todd, 2011:48), which in turn places emphasis on 
marketing in the media to promote and advertise goods. Media is therefore designed to persuade and 
purposely influence its audience. Gauntlett (2008:44), however, cautions that media’s influence is not as 
simple as many would believe. For example, observing violence in media does not mean that the audience 
will partake in violent acts. The reason for this is that behaviour and choices are made based on an array 
of influences. However, Gauntlett does not claim that media has no influence, but merely that it cannot 
persuade by itself. Bennett et al. (2011:100) suggest that media exposes audiences to “…‘pick and mix’ 
disposable ‘bits’…” of contemporary society and they use these “bits” to formulate an individual identity. 
It is important to not underestimate the role media could play if utilised correctly. The use of propaganda 
in political movements is a good example of media’s capabilities. Rothman (1997:60) notes that 
traditionally media outlets controlled public perception and opinions since they determined what 
information was distributed. This still happens today, however the wide range of media available has 
made it possible for audiences to review various sources (Gauntlett, 2008:44). Rothman (1997:70) 
concludes in a study analysing media’s effect on audiences that media provide information to assist in the 
construction of values and perceptions. Media that use imagery are more effective in influencing 
audiences, because visual information is more accurately remembered. Furthermore, media are 
unconscious educational tools that inherently expect the audience to evaluate and interpret the 
information they receive. Lastly Rothman found that children, in particular, were interacting more with 
media. The media used in Rothman’s study included printed media, radio and television. The study does 
mention the Internet, albeit very briefly. Since 1997, which is when Rothman’s study was conducted, the 
Internet has undergone various technological advancements. This raises the question, if these traditional 
media could have such a strong influence on audiences, what could the Internet accomplish?  
The Internet has become a large community in contemporary society. Arnett, Jensen and McKenzie 
(2011:290) report that in Africa alone there has been an 1100% growth in Internet users between 2000 
and 2008. According to Essoungou (2010:4), by the end of 2010, there were 100 million active African 
Internet users. More recently, Van Zyl (2015:par.12) reported that in South Africa alone there are 18.5 
million active Internet users. Arthur Goldstuck, the Managing Director of the research firm World Wide 
Worx, predicted (based on a “conservative estimate”) that Internet users in South Africa will reach a high 
of 24.5 million users by 2020 (Van Zyl, 2015:par.12). The rapid growth of online media has brought new 
opportunities and possibilities in the world of media (Russo, 2012:403). One of these possibilities is social 
media.  
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2.4.5 Social Media 
The use of online platforms, such as social media, has reached remarkable figures since the launch of the 
Internet. Between 2005 and 2015 there has been a 58% rise in social media usage (Perrin, 2015:2). The 
growth in users could be accredited to various aspects. According to Essoungou (2010:3), the success is 
largely due to the rise of mobile Internet and the affordability of Internet connections. Arnett et al. 
(2011:289), however, believe that social media’s popularity is credited to the ability users have to 
communicate, share and access information on a global level. Social media is based on user-generated 
content which allows a user to become both spectator and author (Russo, 2012:401). Both roles provide 
users with a sense of online ‘power’ that further increases popularity. Russo (2012:406) continues by 
adding that in contemporary society consumers have adopted a nomadic perception toward identity. 
People want to feed off an assortment of influences to construct their own multi-faceted identity. Social 
media can meet this nomadic need. On the other hand, Bennett et al. (2011:27) propose that the 
immense growth of social media is rooted in the ability to balance being a source of information and 
providing social interaction. Although all these reasons for social media’s success are valid, the point made 
by Bennett et al. is the most relevant to this study, since this aligns and supports Fearon’s (1999:10) belief 
that media and social interaction have the largest influence on identity development. 
The online platforms have made it possible to connect with a diverse group of people, exposing the 
process of identity development to a large variety of stimuli that influence or question users’ culture, 
views, ideologies and perspectives (Bennett et al., 2011:100). Online users can ‘safely’ experiment and 
investigate these diverse influences of identity (Russo, 2012:407). The online opinions and interactions 
influence users’ offline opinions as well (Smith, 2009:559). Social media has a global reach (Arnett et al., 
2010:289) that connects users allowing them to socially interact beyond traditional boundaries. Suddenly, 
users are exposed to an unlimited amount of influencers of identity. But who is most likely to be 
influenced? 
The amount of influence that any form of media has on identity is based on the time spent using the 
specific media and how dependent one is on media to fulfil social needs (Bennett et al., 2011:27). 
Insight.globalwebindex.net (2015:2) reports that Internet users between 16 and 24 spend the most time 
on social media with an average of 2,68 hours daily. The age group 25 to 34 closely follows with an 
average of 2,16 hours. According to Perrin’s (2015:4) social media usage report for the Pew Research 
Centre, 90% of young adults between the ages 18 and 29 use social media. In the older age group, 35 to 
44 years, there is a rapid decrease in social media networking (Russo, 2012:403) which suggests that the 
influence of social media would be significantly lower in that older age group. Furthermore, Perrin 
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(2015:5) reports that women are more frequent users of social media. Consequently, the identities of 
female users in the age group 18 to 29 will be most affected by social media activity. The influence on 
users’ identities will also be impacted by the types of social media used and by the community with whom 
they liaise online.  
2.4.5.1 Online identity 
“When we step through the screen into virtual communities, we reconstruct our identities on the other 
side of the looking glass” (Turkle, 2007:177). Most social media platforms require some form of online 
identity (Russo, 2012:401). The identity is used to link online activity to a specific user, indicate a persona 
and identify other users with similar interests. Therefore online self-representation has become 
mandatory. Self-representation speaks to the need people have to control the image they portray to the 
broader community (Mbinjama, 2009:46). Cooper and Dzara (2010:101) report that social media 
encourages active identity construction, development of identity perception and identity expression. 
Users that participate in multi-networking could essentially have various online identities. 
Insight.globalwebindex.net (2015:40) reports that on average multi-networking users, between 16 and 34, 
have up to six online identities whereof four are actively used. Online identities can be authentic, fictional 
or a combination. When signing in online, users are faced with choices “to display or not to display; to tell 
or not to tell….to lie or not to lie…” (Cooper and Dzara, 2010:103). The option of anonymity, pseudonyms 
and being the creator of a fictional self has contributed to the popularity of social media. Users are able to 
reject, accept and partake in political and ideological discussions without openly admitting their identity. 
Rothman (1997:71) and Mbinjama (2009:46) however feel that this anonymity gives users the ability to 
escape social consequence and thus weakens the value systems of society. Users can experiment with 
socially unacceptable or ‘bad’ behaviour without the social repercussions thereof. Social media provides 
that freedom to the users. Although Rothman and Mbinjama shed a negative light on the anonymity and 
freedom given to the users, Cooper and Dzara (2010:102) argue that it allows freedom of expression in an 
environment that is perceived to be safe.  
Although the strength of anonymity lies in the creation of a fictional identity, Turkle (2011:179) argues 
that online identities are virtual creations of a selected reality. Individuals construct online identities 
based on a combination of fictional and factual information therefore producing half-truths combined 
with aspirations. Online identities are the fine line between the truth and who a person hopes to be. 
Consequently, the virtual identity is merely an extension of an aspirational self and supports the 
multiplicity of identity (Section 2.4.3). Social media users are expected to create and maintain online 
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identities. The repeating process of creating online identities has made users familiar with identity 
representation.  
2.4.5.2 Multi-networking 
The use of various social media networks links directly to multiple identities (Section 2.4.3). The different 
platforms speak to different interests and ways of communication. Facebook and blogs, for example, are 
more focussed on interaction among users involving text and imagery. On the other hand platforms such 
as Instagram and Pinterest involve the sharing of media, images or film, with minimal commenting taking 
place. Russo (2012:403) explains that users use commonalities as a method to identify what platforms to 
use. Perrin (2015:1) reports that multi-networking between Facebook, Instagram and Pinterest is the most 
common combination of multi-networking among the social media platforms available.  
The success of multiple membership on these platforms lies in the vertical model (McQuarrie et al., 
2013:140). The vertical model introduces the idea that multiple interests can be followed on a single 
platform, therefore addressing the users’ multiple identities (Section 2.4.3). Certain social media platforms 
can be interlinked in order to share or post across platforms, which strengthens the vertical model. For 
example, a Pinterest or Instagram profile can be linked with a Facebook profile, which allows information 
to be shared across these platforms. Bale and Lasica (2011:par.1) report that programs have been 
developed to link different online profiles with features that assist in cross-posting and profile 
management across numerous social media platforms.  
The interlinking of platforms broadens the exposure a user receives while online. Users can see posts that 
are on social media platforms that they do not necessarily use. The broader stimuli that multi-networking 
provides through the vertical model, could increase the impact of social media on identity formation.  
2.5 The representation of identity 
The process of representation is very important in social interaction. How people project their identity to 
the broader community determines how they are perceived (Todd, 2011:50). In the process of 
representation there are two role players: the presenter (the owner of the identity) and the observer. 
Both play an important role in identity communication. The presenter is important for conveying the 
identity and the observer is important for interpreting the identity (Jenkins, 2014:27). The process of 
representation is a form of silent communication. Smith-Teitge, Teitge and Weigert (2006:31) report that 
certain aspects of identity are immediately understood when observed. For instance, gender identity is 
immediately assigned when an observer enquires about a person’s identity with the question: who is she? 
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or who is he? Besides gender there are other parts of identity that can also be communicated at a glance, 
without saying a word. This is possible through clothing and fashion choices (Kawamura, 2005:14).   
Formulating an identity is a complex process. Hutton, Kaiser and Nagasawa, (1991:173) explain: “immense 
psychological work…goes into the production of the self, of which clothes are an indispensable part.” In 
support Barnard (2007:171) stresses that clothing has become an essential part of human identity because 
it communicates silently about who the wearer is. Clothing has become a synonym of identity giving the 
observer visual cues about the identity of the wearer, such as personality and attitude (Jenkins, 2014:27). 
Asthana (2015:par.18) points out that society uses fashion as a medium to display individuality. Here 
fashion is indicated as a method of self-expression; however, Asthana (2015:par.5) further draws a 
comparison between personal style and a performance: “Your audience is the people around you, and 
your clothes communicate just as if you were an actor on stage”.  The use of fashion to represent an 
identity has become evident and a focal point in the business sector of clothing. The business world has 
bought into this phenomenon of fashion representing identity through “conspicuous consumption” 
(Smith, 2012:par.3).  
The term “conspicuous consumption” was first used by the sociologist Thorstein Veblen in 1899 (English, 
2007:35). It refers to the notion that consumers buy goods to display status rather than for functional 
purposes or consumer needs. According to Smith (2012:par.3), the fashion industry has followed suit. 
Clothing purchases used to be dictated solely by three motives: protection, modesty and ornamentation; 
however, today choices are made based on more personal motives (Barthes, 2006:33). Clothing has 
evolved from being function-focussed to the representation of individualism and innovation. This 
transition in fashion’s focus along with the rise of a consumerist society introduced a concept of ‘buying 
an identity’ which allows consumers to dictate identity. The rise of the middle class and financial freedom 
among women in the 1920s fuelled conspicuous consumption and still today, in contemporary society, the 
affects thereof are evident. Veblen (in English, 2007:120) believed that the drive behind the consumption 
was “status anxiety”, because human nature has always been exposed to social hierarchy. By the mid-20th 
century a trend and determination emerged to form an individual identity and to represent that identity 
to the broader community. Todd (2011:48) supports this by reporting that consumerist society is fixated 
on consumption in order to form identity. Russo (2012:405) suggests that consumption has become the 
language through which society constructs and communicates identity. The controversial saying “I shop 
therefore I am”, used in Barbara Kruger’s provocative posters, was meant to critique, comment on and be 
a mockery of society; however, it displayed satirical truth (English, 2007:106). “Consumerism hands us the 
tools to become whomever we want and lets us make the decision on how the world views us” (Todd, 
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2011:50). This suggests that one’s existence and worth is grounded in possessions. One of the most visible 
and personal possessions people own is clothing (Hansen, 2004:373). The democratisation of fashion has 
also contributed to fashion’s role in identity representation, because it made fashion accessible and a 
universal language (Sika, 2014:par.2). 
2.6 Fashion as representation of identity 
“Our clothes are too much a part of us for most of us to be entirely indifferent to their condition: it is as 
though the fabric were indeed a natural extension of the body, or even the soul” (Bell in Entwistle, 
2007:275). Fashion represents a sense of an individual. The Italian fashion designer, Miuccia Prada, 
remarked in an interview that: “What you wear is how you present yourself to the world, especially today 
when human contacts go so fast. Fashion is instant language…” (in Asthana, 2015:par.19).  
In The Language of Clothes (1981), Lurie compares fashion to language, as a direct analogy. Lurie (1981:3-
36) argues that clothing can be used to create ‘sentences’ and has grammar and jargon. The direct 
comparison is problematic as fashion messages and communication are far more fluid and subjective than 
language. However, Barnard (2002:30) suggests that the metaphor Lurie investigates does have merit to a 
certain degree. This form of nonverbal communication is extremely important to one’s identity as well as 
to society. According to Michael Argyle, a social psychologist, fashion is one of the eight aspects of non-
verbal communication that shape interpersonal behaviour (Lacy, 2009:9).  
Clothing plays a crucial role in first impressions. Asthana (2015:par.9) reports that 55% of first impressions 
are solely formed by appearance. During those few seconds, fashion identity becomes central. Fashion 
identity refers to aspects of appearance such as clothing, hair, make-up and accessories. Self-
representation becomes especially vital in professional settings where it could influence job opportunities 
and client opinions. Rykrsmith (2012:par.4) explains that during a study of job interviews, “well-dressed” 
and “well-groomed” candidates were offered a higher salary rate and received a higher recommendation 
solely based on self-representation.  
Clothing guides interaction and behaviour between the individual and the broader community. Fashion 
provides members of society with material to evaluate one another. It allows one to determine how to 
respond, treat and associate with others (Jenkins, 2014:27). Bulei and Dinu (2013:252) explain that fashion 
is a marker of identity that helps to create boundaries of sameness and difference in the communication 
of identity. Psychologically it affects the wearer’s behaviour too. Rykrsmith (2012:par.7) explains that 
clothing influences the attitude of the wearer based on the association they have with the clothing and 
the emotions the garments evoke. For example, pyjamas are associated with laziness, jeans and t-shirt 
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with casualness and a suit and tie with professionalism. By wearing these garments the wearer’s 
behaviour often resembles the behaviour the garments are associated with.  
The use of fashion to represent identity assists in forming and maintaining that identity (Sika, 2014:par.5). 
It allows the wearer to define himself or herself and create ownership of the identity that is represented. 
Appearance allows for the construction and reconstruction of identity on a tangible level (Hutton et al., 
1991:167). The use of fashion in forming identity also touches on aspiring to a specific identity. Negrin 
(1999:110) praises fashion by saying that it offers “...the invitation to play with identities”, allowing 
individuals to experiment with identity. Furthermore, fashion could be used as an instrument of identity 
manipulation (Asthana, 2015:par.6). For example, clothing is used to create a certain persona such as a 
stage persona in the case of performers; cross-dressing or even wearing business attire for professional 
settings that do not truly represent one’s identity.  Fashion is thus an important form of communication 
for both the owner of the identity and the observer.  
This notion of fashion as communicator is no new phenomenon. Over the years fashion has been used to 
influence and comment on social, economic and political issues. Sika (2014:par.24) describes fashion as a 
useful conveyer of “non-violent, legal and powerful” protest. Sub-cultures, organisations, movements and 
designers have practised the art of controversial fashion to create awareness for their causes, for example 
the punk movement during the 1970s and 1980s. Punks used fashion to communicate their anti-
establishment ideologies and their opposition against the hypocrisy of authorities (English, 2007:102-105). 
However, it is important to note that fashion cannot bring about change, but merely draw attention 
towards social, political and economic problems (Negrin, 1999:111). This use of fashion as a method of 
protest speaks to identity in terms of ideological views. 
Clearly, fashion can be used to communicate various aspects of identity and guide interaction with the 
individual, but how does fashion achieve this communicative role? Barnard (2002:79) argues that fashion 
as communication device can be explained through semiotics. 
2.6.1 Fashion’s communication method: semiotics 
Semiotics, if described in simple terms, can be seen as the study of signs and their ability to convey 
meaning (Lacy, 2009:63). There have been multiple theories and debates around the topic of semiotics. 
The two most prominent theories are those of Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles Sanders Peirce 
(Daylight, 2013:37). The two theorists developed separate understandings of the study of signs which 
Saussure called semiology whereas Peirce called his theory semiotics. Today the titles are used 
interchangeably. The theories are based on fundamental similarities, however the focus and construction 
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differ (Crow, 2003:15). Daylight (2013:37) explains that Saussure focussed mainly on intentional 
communication and linguistic practises. Peirce on the other hand departed from a philosophical 
background and included all sensory stimuli in his semiotic model. The theories both focus on the 
representation of the sign and the formation of meaning; however, Peirce specifically places emphasis on 
the interpretation of the sign and the sign’s placement in the interpreter’s world view (Kress, 2010:62). 
The interpretation of the sign is particularly important in semiotics in the context of fashion. On the other 
hand, Saussure suggests valuable classification systems and processes regarding the understanding of 
signs which are applied to visual signs (Barnard, 2002:73). Both theories have specific focal points rooted 
in the theorists’ theoretical backgrounds (linguistics and philosophy). Saussure and Peirce both provide 
perceptions of the sign system that can contribute to this study. Nowhere in the consulted literature have 
any contradictions been found regarding the two theories. Consequently, this study will use a combination 
of Peirce and Saussure’s theories to investigate how fashion communicates.  
Peirce’s three-part model or semiotic triad is the basic requirement for semiosis to take place (Daylight, 
2013:43). Semiosis is the process of creating meaning through the use of signs. Kress (2010:62) clarifies 
the three parts as the signifier (the sign itself), the object (referring to what is signified) and the 
“interpretant” (the association or process of understanding the sign). As an example, to simplify the three-
part model, a pink baby blanket that communicates the gender of a baby can be considered.  The colour 
of the blanket is the signifier (sign), the association with the female gender is the interpretant and 
femininity is the object (what the sign refers to). The interpretation of the sign is crucial to the whole 
semiotic system. When a sign is interpreted the sign is assigned meaning.  Barnard (2002:80) claims that 
fashion is also dependent on interpretation. Fashion in itself does not ‘own’ meaning. Hutton et al. 
(1991:168) explain that fashion draws from symbolic interactionism, because fashion does not have 
straight forward meaning and value. The value and meaning are constructed by society. Fashion is merely 
a representation of meaning and only achieves value in a social context when it is interpreted.  
2.6.2 Interpreting fashion meaning  
The interpretation of a sign is based on two elements, the interpreter and the context (Reilly, 2014:47). In 
order to successfully utilise signs, the interpreter (or observer) must be identified. The intended observer 
influences the design of the sign. Barnard (2002:73) identifies four interpreters of fashion: the designer, 
the wearer, the onlooker and authorities.  
The first interpretation of fashion takes place with the designer (Barnard, 2002:73). According to Barnard 
(2002:74), designers produce the “purist” interpretation of their own designs. Their interpretations inform 
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their design choices. The design choices in turn become the signifiers that the interpreters will interpret in 
order to create meaning.  
The designer, wearer and onlooker are often the most plausible and evident interpreters of fashion, 
whereas authorities are often overlooked. Although authorities are not as apparent as the other 
interpreters, they are the most influential in individual choices (Barnard, 2002:76), because they often 
define the acceptability of dress and prescribe possible meanings. Examples of authorities in the 
interpretation of fashion include parents, schools, governmental laws and dress codes.  
Interpretation is subjective, hence fashion interpretation can never truly be fixed and differs from one 
interpreter to another (Hutton et al., 1991:177). However, it is possible, and likely, that interpretations 
correspond, especially if the interpreters share social agreements, world views and/or cultural 
experiences (Daylight, 2013:40). The notion of social agreement clarifies why, in the example of the pink 
blanket, the blanket is intuitively understood as an indicator of gender. Western society has set the 
connotation between femininity and the colour pink. The social agreement provides society with the 
knowledge that informs the relationships between signs (the colour of the blanket) and meanings (the 
association with femininity). 
The way people understand the reality they live in, is rooted in social agreements and world views which 
is influenced by cultural experiences and understandings (Crow, 2003:25). To illustrate the role of culture 
in social agreement, one can consider Western and Eastern cultural interpretations of colour. Colour is 
associated with certain events and moods that form a social code that is constructed by personal 
perception and cultural meaning (Lacy, 2009:41). In European or Western culture, black is used as a 
symbol of mourning or death, whereas in Chinese culture black represents knowledge or power. White is 
used during funerals in Chinese culture, but in Western culture white is used at weddings (Crow, 2003:36). 
World views, cultural experiences and exposure to social agreements determine how signs are 
understood and interpreted. Consequently, if interpretation gives a sign value and the interpreters’ 
perceptions influence the interpretation, then who the interpreter is will affect the meaning of the sign. 
Semiosis therefore becomes a “creative process of exchange between the sign and the reader” (Crow, 
2003:54). The “reader”, or rather the interpreter in the case of fashion, has a need to make sense of what 
is being viewed (Hutton et al., 1991:175).  
The importance of the interpreter’s role becomes evident at this point. There are an infinite number of 
interpreters of people’s appearances. The semiotics in the fashion identity is interpreted by every single 
onlooker, whether consciously or not. In order to ground the process, focus must be placed on the 
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intended onlooker and the wearer. Barnard (2002:33) suggests that the intended interpreter and wearer 
step into a space where the meaning of dress is negotiated. The negotiation process will be based on 
cultural understandings and expectations. The interpreter is determined by the context (Reilly, 2014:47). 
For example, a woman attending an interview will dress specifically for the interviewer (interpreter). 
However, the type of interview also shapes the context. An interview for a waiter and an interview for a 
lawyer have different professional expectations.  
This raises the question that if a designer could understand the intended message their target market 
(wearer) wanted to convey through fashion, would the designer be able to design fashion that is more 
appealing to the target market? If so, then the understanding of how messages are conveyed through 
fashion becomes crucially important to the designer’s work. 
2.6.2.1 Categories of signs 
In the study of semiotics, signs can be categorised to help understand how they are constructed and how 
meaning is interpreted based on the type of sign. Peirce divided signs into three main categories whereas 
Saussure only had two (Crow, 2003:33). The categories are constructed based on the relationships that 
form in the sign structure. The classifications of the two theorists overlap. The categories include iconic 
signs (Peirce and Saussure), index signs and symbol signs (Peirce), and arbitrary signs (Saussure) (Daylight, 
2013:42). The classifications are not absolute and can function together as a set (Crow, 2003:34).  
The iconic sign is a straightforward representation. The sign quite literally represents an actual other 
object (Lacy, 2009:73). There is a direct representation that occurs. For example, a photograph of a child 
would be an iconic sign. The photograph is a representation of the physical child that was photographed. 
However, an iconic sign does not have to be an exact replica of the object itself (Crow, 2003:33). Often 
iconic signs are used in road signs where a photographic representation is not practical. As an example 
one can consider the Donkin Reserve in Port Elizabeth. 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.2: The Donkin Reserve. Photo: Author’s own. 
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Figure 2.3: Road sign illustration of the Donkin Reserve. Photo: Author’s own. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.2 is a photograph of the Donkin Reserve. Figure 2.3 is the road sign illustrating the Donkin 
Reserve through the diagram of the lighthouse. When the representation is not of the physical object, the 
process is reliant on knowledge (Lacy, 2009:73). In this case, the lighthouse diagram would only be 
understood as a representation of the Donkin Reserve because of prior or local knowledge. The basis of an 
iconic sign is grounded in the likeness between the sign and its representation (Rose, 2012:119).  
An index sign has a direct relationship to what is being represented (Crow, 2003:33). The inherent 
relationship between the sign and what it signifies is often based on cultural and social understandings 
(Rose, 2012:119). An example would be smoke that signifies fire or a pacifier diagram on a restroom door 
that indicates a baby-changing facility. The sign is not representing itself, such as an iconic sign, but rather 
a directly associated object. Lacy (2009:73) explains that in film, iconic and indexical signs are often used 
in combination to illustrate location. For example, a wide shot of London’s House of Parliament is used to 
communicate that the film is set in London (index sign) and simultaneously the House of Parliament 
represents the building itself (iconic sign).  
The symbolic or arbitrary sign is solely focussed on interpretation. The sign does not have any relation, on 
a logical level, to what is being signified (Rose, 2012:119). This does not mean that the sign and what it 
signifies is without value, but merely that the relationship is not inherent. Symbolic signs are often reliant 
on the observer having learnt the connection (Crow, 2003:33). Symbolic signs can also be used in an 
abstract way. Rose (2012:119), for example, explains that babies or youth can be used to signify the 
future, or a red cross typically signifies health care. The notion of the symbolic sign lies in the 
interpretation process that is led by social and cultural consensus (Crow, 2003:33).  
All three the categories are not always applicable in the fashion industry. Barnard (2002:88) claims that 
semiotics in fashion leans more toward symbolic signs than to indexical and iconic signs. The other 
categories are not completely discarded in fashion, just less common. Iconic signs are used in textile print, 
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such as prints of actual objects on a t-shirt. Indexical signs are often used to illustrate seasonal ranges, 
such as warmer clothing signifying winter ranges and cooler clothing signifying summer ranges. Identity 
representation through fashion specifically uses symbolic or arbitrary signs, since fashion only gains 
meaning when meaning is assigned by either the wearer or the interpreter (Barnard, ibid.). The assigning 
of meaning to signs is further divided into categories of interpretations, namely denotation and 
connotation. 
2.6.2.2  Denotation and connotation: categories of sign interpretation 
Saussure’s theory explores how signs are assigned meaning through two interpretation types, namely 
denotation and connotation (Barnard, 2002:82). In Barthes’ (2006:99) work he applies denotation and 
connotation to fashion, but refers to these interpretations as the “levels” or “orders of signification in the 
fashion system”. Denotation, or the first level of signification, and connotation, or the second level of 
signification, refer to visual cues in fashion and how these cues are interpreted. Barthes (ibid.) proposes 
that the levels of signification are helpful tools in the analysis of fashion communication.  
Denotation is based on factual information derived from an object or image (Barnard, 2002:82). It pertains 
to the common-sense or obvious meaning of what is seen (Crow, 2003:57). Barnard (2002:84) suggests 
that there are degrees of denotation. Firstly, the interpretation of what is seen, is derived from general 
knowledge. For example, a women’s outfit consists of a shirt, skirt and shoes. At this level of denotation 
details such as pleats and folds can also be recognised. Secondly, a specific style can be recognised, such 
as a sunray pleat skirt and button-up cotton shirt. The second degree is based on further knowledge of 
what is being seen. However, both degrees of denotation are truthful and based on factual information. 
The details of what is being observed might differ, but at the core of the denotation the responses of 
observers are similar (Crow, 2003:57). 
On the other hand, the second level of signification or connotation is more subjective. Barnard (2002:85) 
explains that connotation is the thing, emotion, thought or association that is evoked when a sign is seen. 
Connotation is based on the cultural understandings, experiences and social agreements of the interpreter 
and often touches on stereotypes. There is no real right or wrong connotation. The connotation made by 
the interpreters or observers of fashion often overlap when identity aspects such as age, gender, culture 
and socio-economic position are similar (Barnard, 2002:87). At this point the interpreter becomes an 
active part of the semiosis process, by applying their knowledge and experiences to what is being 
interpreted (Crow, 2003:57). The process of connotation humanises the semiosis process, because it is 
dependent on the unique interpretations of observers. The interpreter’s understanding is not the only 
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factor that influences the connotation; the context in which the fashion is observed also impacts the 
connotation (Entwistle, 2007:280). In the case of the pink baby blanket example, pink is strongly grounded 
in the connotation of femininity because of the context. In this case the context is the characteristics of 
the object namely the object itself, its size and texture. If a pink male shirt is presented it would not 
necessarily be associated with femininity, because the context is different. Context also includes how 
fashion is worn. Barnard (2002:87) uses the example of a men’s shirt to illustrate how the styling context 
influences the connotation process. A shirt can be worn with a tie neatly done, with a loosened tie or 
without a tie. The single garment can be interpreted differently based on how the garment is worn or 
styled. The connotation can associate with more abstract characteristics too. This occurs especially when 
connotations are made regarding aspects of identity such as sub-culture membership, personality traits, 
socio-economic status, cultural membership and gender identity (Barnard, 2002:86). 
Fashion represents aspects of identity and provides cues to interpreters about how they should perceive, 
interact and behave towards the wearer (Sections 2.3 and 2.5). The connotation made by the interpreter 
largely influences how these cues are understood, interpreted and acted on. Representation of identity 
can be used to present a true or false identity.  
2.6.2.3 Authentic representation or misrepresentation of identity 
The representation of identity can either be authentic or false. False representation or misrepresentation 
brings forth negative connotations; however, this includes the representation of aspirational identities 
(Asthana, 2015:par.5), professional identities (Sika, 2014:par.12) or when clothing is gifted or shared and 
does not represent the true identity of the wearer (Lurie, 1981:22). If garments are chosen based on the 
type of behaviour or perception one wants to evoke, manipulation takes place. An expected identity or 
desired identity is represented rather than the real identity.  
Misrepresentation does not always occur with the intention to mislead. Larrain (2012:149) explains that 
teens often misrepresent their identities because of identity uncertainty. When identity uncertainty is 
experienced people often borrow and replicate what is expected in order to fit in. In this instance, 
misrepresentation is used to protect the individual from social criticism. In society, people are often 
expected to misrepresent themselves for the sake of social acceptance, resulting in willing 
misrepresentation of identity, to avoid public disapproval (Entwistle, 2007:275). Aspirations also become a 
role player in the misrepresentation of identity, especially professional aspirations. Sika (2014:par.12) 
reports that “dressing for success” tends to require people to dress according to a corporate code in order 
to communicate professionalism, competency, honesty and seriousness, but lacks personality.  
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But what if fashion designers could combine authentic identity representation with the professional 
expectations? Consequently, authentic identity representation would be achieved while simultaneously 
maintaining a professional appearance. 
2.7 Summary 
The chapter aimed to provide a theoretical framework in order to contextualise the study by defining 
identity, investigating its importance and exploring the components of identity formation. Identity allows 
individuals to classify each other through recognising sameness and differences. The classification process 
answers, firstly, who a person is and, secondly, where they belong. These two questions are important to 
both the owner of the identity and the broader community since human identity provides cues that 
individuals react to and use to dictate perception of others, and assists in self-conceptualisation. These 
factors, which are important to both the owner and observer of the identity, are what make identity such 
an important phenomenon in society. 
The theoretical framework highlights that in contemporary times, identity has become more fluid which is 
largely due to social structures that have become less rigid and because society has become more 
accepting of diversity. The limitations in identity formation therefore have collapsed, allowing individuals 
to ‘cherry-pick’ their identity. Human identity consists of various inherent and chosen aspects. The 
inherent parts of identity include aspects such as time, age, region and culture. The main contributors to 
identity’s complexity are the chosen aspects of identity, which are fuelled by social interaction. These 
interactions expose individuals to a diverse group of identities which influence their ideas, perspectives 
and outlooks that in turn influence identity formation. Drawing from literature findings, social interaction 
and media are the two most influential role players in identity formation.  
The chapter acknowledged that social media has combined these two influential forces. Social media has 
made the world ‘smaller’ by breaking down traditional communication boundaries, by connecting the 
world with the click of a button. Individuals’ identities can now be influenced by an even larger 
community than before. Social media platforms require users to create online profiles, which serve as 
online identities. Users who multi-network are thus required to “re-create” their identities every time 
they sign-up to a new platform. This process of “re-creation” has made users more comfortable and 
practiced in the process of identity creation. The combination of traditional identity influencers (inherent 
and chosen aspects) and modern identity influencers (social media) has made it possible to create an 
identity according to one’s own personal preference in a given context, which has further strengthened 
the ‘cherry-picking’ process of contemporary identity formation.  
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The amount of diverse influencers and the ability to choose one’s identity allow individuals to maintain 
various identities that collectively determine individuality and who an individual is. These multiple 
identities speak to identity theories which need to be explored further. Further exploration into these 
theories is discussed in Chapter 3. 
The theoretical framework further aims to address how identity is represented, in order to promote self-
expression and to provide cues to inform observers on how to behave and react towards the presenter of 
the identity. Fashion, as superficial as it may seem, has become an essential part of identity 
representation; being a tangible, silent communicator of identity. As identity is crucially important and 
fashion is responsible for the representation thereof, the importance of a well thought-through wardrobe 
cannot be underestimated. Fashion identity suddenly becomes much more significant than what people 
perceive.  
Semiotics are identified as the method that fashion uses to communicate identity. Fashion elements can 
be used to evoke certain emotions and connotations. This process of association is called semiosis. The 
emotions and connotations become the basis through which fashion communicates to observers. 
Although this study does not aim to fully investigate semiotics, it is important for the practical component 
of the research to understand the semiotic process. In the practical component, semiotic principles will be 
applied during the design process in order to communicate the necessary identity components. 
Although the theoretical framework provides the necessary context to focus the study, the literature has 
led to more questions regarding the multiple identities that form the complete, unique identity and what 
fashion’s position is in these multiple identities. If fashion is dictated by personal identity choices, should it 
be considered as part of personal identity? Or should it be classified as a social identity since it 
communicates to the broader society? Or is fashion part of role identity, because it communicates the 
various roles individuals enact in certain situations? The answers to these questions guide the data 
collection to address the research problem. Thus, Chapter 3 provides an investigation into identity 
theories to explain personal, role and social identities, and to provide insight into where fashion should be 
placed in terms of these identity types. 
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3  C H A P T E R  3   
I D E N T I T Y  T H E O R I E S  A N D  T H E  A N A L Y S I S  A N D  
P L A C E M E N T  O F  F A S H I O N  I D E N T I T Y  I N  T H E S E  
T H E O R I E S  
3.1 Introduction 
The theoretical framework investigates the importance of identity, how identity is developed and how 
fashion can be utilised to represent identity, thus addressing certain research objectives (Section 1.2). 
Furthermore, the literature consulted in Chapter 2 recognises three identities, namely personal identity, 
social identity and role identity. Identity is largely determined by “the exploration and commitment that a 
person makes in respect (of) certain personal and social traits” (Bulei and Dinu, 2013:249). An individual’s 
identity is thus grounded in personal and social aspects and how they perform their individual roles. In 
order to understand and interpret fashion’s role in the representation of identity, fashion must first be 
analysed using the frameworks of identity theories. By analysing fashion through these frameworks, it can 
be classified and placed in the appropriate identity theory. If fashion’s position in these theories is 
understood, one could determine whether fashion is a representation of personal identity, social identity 
or role identity. 
3.2 Identity theories 
The human phenomenon of identity has been the object of frequent scholarly enquiry, predominately in 
the field of social psychology. Hogg and Ridgeway (2003:98) believe that recent multidisciplinary research 
approaches add tremendous value to theories. However challenges do occur, since disciplines differ in 
terms of perceptions, terminology, meta-theory and scientific culture. Researchers have developed 
multiple identity theories relating to specific aspects of human identity, such as social identity and identity 
theory, which in turn have various sub-theories such as social leadership identity and identity control 
(Stets, 2006:89-105). To prevent ambiguity, it is important to note that “identity theory” refers to a single 
theory that focusses on role identity, whereas “identity theories” is the collective term for all the various 
identity theories. Hogg (20065:115) accredits these multiple theories to the multiple identities individuals 
have (Section 2.4.3). Kroger and Marcia (2011:31) assert that contemporary research in the field of 
identity largely originates from Erik Erkison’s ego psychoanalytic theory (Section 2.4.1). Originally theorists 
limited identity research to internal influencers only; however, as researchers delved deeper into identity 
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formation, they soon realised that external influences, such as society and relationships, are equally 
essential influencers of identity. In the literature reviewed for this study, the following similarities among 
different identities and identity theories are identified:  
Table 3.1: Similarities among identity theories 
Similarities  Sources 
Identity theories have been developed from a 
symbolic interactionist philosophy. 
Bulei and Dinu, 2013:253; Hitlin, 2003:126; 
Hogg and Ridgeway, 2003:97; Stets, 2006:88 
Identity is dependent on context, social milieu or 
situation for development. 
Burke and Stet, 2000:225; Hogg, 2006:115; 
Kroger and Marcia, 2011:31 
Identity becomes a ‘referencing system’ that 
individuals use to determine and evaluate 
appropriate or expected behaviour. 
Bulei and Dinu, 2013:252; Burke and Stets, 
2000:225; Hitlin, 2003:125; Kroger and 
Marcia, 2011:33 
People maintain multiple identities simultaneously. Burke and Stets, 2000:229; Hitlin, 2003:118; 
Hogg, 2006:115; Stets, 2006:89 
Certain identities become more prominent based on 
the situation or context which can be explained 
through a hierarchy system. 
Burke and Stets, 2000:229; Hogg, 2006:115; 
Kroger and Marcia, 2011:33 
Commitment and exploration are the required 
criteria to maintain a specific identity. 
Bulei and Dinu, 2013:249; Burke and Stets, 
2000:234; Kroger and Marcia. 2011:33 
Overlapping of identities does occur. Bulei and Dinu, 2013:254; Burke and Stets, 
2000:234; Hitlin, 2003:121; Hogg, 2006:116 
Table 3.1 summarises the similarities that could be identified in the literature. These similarities show that 
even though the various theories are developed from different perspectives, there are overlapping 
agreements among the theories.  
The two most developed theories are identity theory and social identity theory. Hitlin (2003:118) and 
Hogg and Ridgeway (2003:98), however, critique the development of these theories and feel that the 
theories lack the exploration of personal identity. Both theories acknowledge that personal identity is 
important and that it plays a pivotal role in the theories of identity formation (Stets, 2006:103), but 
further exploration remains under-analysed.  
This study requires an understanding of where fashion, as representation of identity, falls in the 
classification of identity theories. The following section briefly explains what the identity theories entail.  
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3.2.1 Personal identity 
The notion of personal identity is universally understood as the core of uniqueness that dictates and 
influences all choices individuals make (Stets, 2006:103). Hewitt (in Hitlin, 2003:118) defines personal 
identity as: 
(…) a sense of the self built up over time as the person embarks on and pursues projects or goals that 
are not thought of as those of a community, but as the property of the person… thus (it) emphasizes a 
sense of individual autonomy rather than of communal involvement. 
However, there is a gap regarding proper investigation into personal identity (Hogg and Ridgeway, 
2003:98). Hiltlin (2003:120) suggests that the lack of research is largely due to two factors. Firstly, the 
concept is immensely complex and therefore very difficult to investigate. Secondly, the notion of personal 
identity or “inner self” is fairly ‘new’ in comparison to other focus areas of identity research such as social 
membership and role enactment. Concepts of personal identity came to light during the early-modern 
period, from the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, whereas ideas of a social self or social identity and role 
identity have been part of human society long before that. During this period, people were faced with the 
possibility of distinguishing between private and public lives for the first time.  
Although the idea is fairly new in comparison to the other identity theories, Stets (2006:103) explains that 
personal identity is omnipresent and forms an overarching influencer over the multiple identities a person 
has. Burke and Stets (2000:229) propose that personal identity cannot be separated from the other 
identities. Instead it should be understood as a collective representation of all identities whilst they 
remain separate entities. In itself personal identity differs from the other identities, yet it influences the 
involvement and choices that determine the other identities. Personal identity is therefore intertwined in 
the multiple identities a person has but simultaneously the multiple identities should be measured and 
theorised as separate ideas. Metaphorically the personal identity acts as the nucleus of an atom and all 
other identities revolve around the personal identity like electrons. Therefore the ‘true’ self lies in the 
personal identity which dictates what happens in the electron sphere. Together the nucleus and the 
electrons form the atom, just as the different identities form an individual person. 
Personal identity forms the foundation of self-categorisation (Burke and Stets, 2000:228) and has been 
called several names, in different theories, and by various researchers. Personal identity has been referred 
to as the control identity (Stets, 2006:90), the master identity (Stets, 2006:103), the ego identity (Kroger 
and Marcia, 2011:32), the core self (Hitlin, 2003:118), the authentic self (Burke and Stets, 2000:234) and a 
set of idiosyncratic qualities of the self (Hogg, 2006:116). All the terms refer to a self-categorisation where 
a person is seen as a unique entity that can be distinguished from others. 
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The unique personal identity is considered to be the most consistent identity of an individual; however, 
Hitlin (2003:122) notes that personal identity can be influenced by other identities although this does not 
occur often or easily. Other identities can influence the personal identity only if the other identities 
question aspects about the individual to the extent that the questioning forces the individual to 
contemplate and negotiate the initial personal identity. For example, rebels have strong ideological views 
which form part of their personal identity. These views influence their beliefs and values. In order to cast 
doubt on these views, a rebel will have to be challenged and proven wrong in order to change this aspect 
of his or her identity. The negotiation process strengthens identities and develops consistent behaviour 
that reflects in all the identities that are being maintained (Bulei and Dinu, 2013:252). The negotiation is 
crucial to the development of a consistent identity. Stets (2006:103) claims that personal identity is mainly 
grounded in inherent aspects of identity development (Chapter 2) and has a larger influence on chosen 
identities. Hitlin (2003:123) believes that inherent aspects of identity provide stability and authenticity to 
an identity since they rarely waver and remain consistent.  
Aspects of personal identity are motivated by personal goals to sustain the self as an individual (Burke and 
Stets, 2000:230). Personal identity addresses self-efficacy and evokes feelings of authenticity. 
Furthermore, self-esteem is strengthened by the self-authenticity that personal identity provides (Stets, 
2006:104).  Hitlin (2003:123) believes that authenticity is the primal motive behind personal identity. 
Often people mistake personal identity as merely a set of attributes, but it is far more abstract than that. 
Hitlin (2003:120) believes that to start to understand personal identity, abstract parts of it must be 
investigated, and he suggests that values would be the ideal starting point. Hitlin (2003:123) argues that, 
theoretically, values and personal identity can be linked through authenticity, since both reflect 
authenticity. Furthermore, values mirror an ideal self that an individual strives towards. Bulei and Dinu 
(2013:257) mention that personal identity has an intense desire for acceptance and admiration from 
others and from oneself. Bulei and Dinu’s argument suggests that personal identity reflects a set of ideals 
in order to attain self-accomplishment, which supports Hitlin’s viewpoint that values form a framework 
for the ideal self that is mirrored in personal identity. The ideal self would then be the embodiment of 
self-accomplishment. Hitlin (2003:123) further mentions that values and personal identity are constructed 
on an emotional level. Personal identity is based on a combination of emotions and reasoning; however, 
emotions are more prominent in the formation of personal identity than in other identities. Markus and 
Wurf (in Hitlin, 2003:119) explain that personal identity remains fairly constant over time, more so than 
other identities, regardless of the fact that personal identity is more emotionally constructed than other 
identities.  
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Personal identity is deeply personal, but socially communicated and enacted (Hitlin, 2003:119). The 
personal identity becomes an identity control structure that translates what is at the ‘core’ of an 
individual to the social world (Stets, 2006:103). The broader community does not only rely on personal 
identity to place an individual in society, but also relies on social identity. 
3.2.2 Social identity theory and membership prototypes 
Social identity theory was first developed in the 1970s by Henri Tajfel (Hogg, 2006:111), even though the 
idea of social categorisation had been part of society long before the theory was developed. Tajfel defined 
social identity as “the individual’s knowledge that he (sic) belongs to certain social groups together with 
some emotional and value significance to him (sic) of this group membership” (in Hogg, 2006:113). The 
theory is based on self-categorisation, through similarities and differences. Similarities are drawn from in-
group characteristics whereas differences are drawn from out-group characteristics (Hitlin, 2003:118). 
Social identity’s categorisation process is equally reliant on both alikeness and differences in order to 
determine membership (Stets, 2006:89). Researchers have developed various perspectives on social 
identity theory, each focussing on different aspects of it in order to deepen the theory as a whole. Hogg 
(2006:114) explains that by the late-1980s the field had adopted an approach that is far more 
comprehensive and diverse than what it was initially. Additional research distinguished between four 
types of social identities (Brewer in Hogg, 2006:116); however, this research is focussed on social identity 
as a whole, and thus a broad description of social identity theory is investigated. 
Membership of social groups addresses the individual as well as a group as a whole. Motivation to join in a 
social identity is driven by both personal and social reasons (Hogg, 2006:112). Hogg (2006:120) categorises 
personal motivations as self-enhancement or uncertainty reduction. Burke and Stets (2000:230) believe 
that social goals form part of social motivators. Furthermore Hogg (2006:116) reports that membership 
speaks to the individual’s sense of self, larger social position and a sense of belonging. Sense of belonging 
is one of the most important motivators of social identity. Human beings have a fundamental need for 
“feeling a part of” something larger than the self. This fundamental need addresses the self-worth that 
social identity can provide (Stets, 2006:104). Besides self-worth, social identity also provides an individual 
with a sense of “feeling good about oneself” (Burke and Stets, 2000:234). Consequently, self-worth and 
“feeling good about oneself” can be categorised under self-enhancement motivation. Simultaneously self-
worth could reduce uncertain feelings regarding an individual’s goal or purpose. The social position and 
belonging that social membership provides, links to the uncertainty reduction motivation. Hitlin 
(2003:132) concludes that social identity is motivated by self-enhancement and provides self-worth but 
similarly to identity theory, the process remains largely cognitive rather than emotional.  
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Burke and Stets (2000:228) explain that the dependence of groups on members means that social 
identities tie “organically” to the group, larger social structures and social contexts. The “organic” 
metaphor illustrates the supportive importance members have to the unity and whole of the group and its 
placement in a larger social context. But how do these groups form? 
The basis of group formation is grounded in shared perceptions, beliefs and attributes (Hogg, 2006:111). 
Membership helps to validate these shared perceptions, beliefs and attributes among members. The 
shared values create a framework for the group that dictates the expected behaviour of members (Stets, 
2006:88). This framework helps to define a prototypical member and sets membership requirements. 
Conformity and unity are essential to group formation which is achieved through the set framework (Stets 
and Burke, 2000:226). The established prototype serves as an evaluation standard, which members 
measure themselves and others against (Burke and Sets, 2000:226). How prototypical members are, will 
determine how respected and trustworthy they are regarded as being. Leadership in groups is largely 
assigned to the most prototypical member since they hold more influence and admiration from other 
members (Hogg, 2006:125). Less prototypical members threaten the group as a whole since they 
challenge the group identity by straying away from the prototype (Hogg, 2006:126).  
Bulei and Dinu (2013:252) note that people label themselves through group membership, either by choice 
or born-in membership. Born-in memberships include groups that are based on ethnicity, culture and 
often religion. On the other hand, opinions and perceptions influence chosen membership of groups such 
as political groups and social movements (Hogg, 2006:115). The “born-in memberships” or “chosen 
memberships” reflect the inherent and chosen aspects of identity (Sections 2.4.1. and 2.4.2). The 
commitment or loyalty towards those aspects, chosen or inherent, will influence the commitment towards 
the social identity (Hogg, 2006:124). The aspects to which one is committed often form part of the 
prototype. People are thus attracted towards groups that value similar aspects as important. The more 
committed and passionate a person is toward the prototype, the more effort they will exert to uphold 
that group’s identity.  
The notion of prototyping members causes depersonalisation. In essence this means that a person is 
viewed according to a category. The category consists of various attributes, which in this case refer to the 
prototypical attributes. One therefore sees oneself not as an individual but as “an embodiment of the in-
group prototype” (Burke and Stets, 2000:231). The strength of a social identity lies in depersonalisation as 
it allows members to be seen as a unit rather than separate members.  This is often viewed as 
stereotyping. Ironically stereotyping is seen negatively and is applied to out-groups whereas 
depersonalising is viewed positively and applied in the group itself. It is noteworthy to mention that 
CHAPTER 3: 
IDENTITY THEORIES AND THE ANALYSIS AND PLACEMENT OF FASHION IDENTITY IN THESE THEORIES 
44 | P a g e  
 
depersonalisation is not the same as de-individualisation. De-individualisation refers to the loss of an 
identity and is often associated in psychology with aggressive and antisocial behaviour (Hogg, 2006:119).  
The social identity theory helps to answer “where one belongs” (Stets, 2006:89), which is a crucial part of 
identity. Furthermore, it explains what type of roles individuals will enact in society and in group contexts. 
The identity theory addresses the roles people feel they must fulfil. 
3.2.3 Identity theory and role identity: the expectations of roles that individuals fulfil 
There are various aspects to identity theory; however, at the core is role identity. Hitlin (2003:118) 
explains that role identity is grounded in the idea that an individual fulfils a specific role in a specific 
context. People identify with a role they feel they should fulfil which addresses feelings of self-
responsibility (Burke and Stets, 2000:226). Stets (2006:104) further states that if the role identity is 
efficiently performed, self-competence will be achieved. Even though role identity speaks to feelings of 
self-responsibility and self-competency, it remains more cognitive in nature rather than emotional (Hitlin, 
2003:132). Burke and Stets (2000:228) claim that role identity has a “mechanical” tie to a specific context, 
suggesting that role identity is function- or goal-orientated.  
Role identity refers to the meaning one assigns to oneself, because of a specific role that is being fulfilled. 
For example, if Brian is a union leader, his role identity expects him to defend the workers’ interests. He 
will deem himself responsible for his co-workers and assign importance to his position based on the role 
responsibility associated with a union leader. The meaning that is assigned is derived from social and 
personal expectations of that role and the cultural and social structure in which the role is performed 
(Stets, 2006:90). Furthermore, role identities are always in relation to a counter role identity (Burke and 
Stets, 2000:227). For example, a student role identity is performed in relation to a teacher role identity. 
The roles relate in terms of the context (education), however, they differ in terms of function (the 
student’s purpose is to learn and the teacher’s to teach). The relationship between the roles is crucial to 
the efficacy of the role performance. Professional roles form a large part of role identities since the 
workplace is the most common place in which role relationships are experienced; however, role identity is 
not limited to professional settings. Stets (2006:89) for example explains role identity in the light of 
mother and child counter roles, where the mother’s role is to nurture and care, and the child’s role is to 
need nurturing. 
In order to determine which role identity becomes more significant in specific contexts, researchers have 
developed two hierarchies of role identity, namely the prominence hierarchy and the salience hierarchy 
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(Stets, 2006:92). The prominence hierarchy refers to the “ideal self” and the salient hierarchy refers to the 
“situational self”. The importance of an identity is determined differently in each hierarchy.  
The prominence hierarchy depends on: 
• the amount of support received from others to perform the identity; 
• the level of devotion one has towards the identity; and  
• how much intrinsic and extrinsic reward will be received for performing the identity.  
The prominence hierarchy is a reflection of where the role identity falls in the individual’s priorities. 
However, the enactment of a role does not always reflect the ideal self that the prominence hierarchy 
aims to accomplish. McCall and Simmons (in Stets, 2006:92) explain that the context influences the 
identity too, therefore the second hierarchy, the salience hierarchy, was established. The salience 
hierarchy is dependent on: 
• the prominence as established in the prominence hierarchy; 
• the amount of support required to fulfil the role identity; 
• the individual’s need for intrinsic and extrinsic rewards obtainable through fulfilling the role 
identity; and 
• the “cost-reward” ratio the performance of the role identity holds.  
The “cost-reward” ratio measures the sacrifice or time the individual must give against the personal 
reward or accomplishment that will be received from the enactment of the identity (Burke and Stets, 
2000:230). A simple example of the “cost-reward ratio” is an Olympic gymnast. The amount of time 
sacrificed to exercise and practice gymnastics is measured against the reward of an Olympic medal or 
international recognition. The salience hierarchy is fluid and changes depending on the situation at hand. 
Commitment plays a significant role in the activation of a role identity, but how is commitment 
determined? Burke and Stets (2000:230) propose that commitment is determined by a balance between 
the quantitative and qualitative ties to an identity. The quantitative ties refer to the number of people 
that tie to the identity. The qualitative ties refer to the depth or strength of the ties to other people. 
Consequently, an individual will measure the number and strength of the ties in order to determine their 
commitment to the specific identity.  
Identity theory addresses the roles people fulfil in situations and these roles can be divided into voluntary 
and obligatory role identities (Stets, 2006:103). The voluntary role identities are for the most part derived 
from chosen aspects of an identity (Section 2.4.2), whereas obligatory roles are from the inherent aspects 
(Section 2.4.1). The roles that people enact in society often relate to groups, which link with social identity 
theory. Burke and Stets (2000:227) explain that role and social identities can overlap. 
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3.2.4 Differences between personal, social and role identities 
The three identities, personal identity, social identity and role identity, together form a person’s identity. 
All members of society display these identities (Hogg, 2006:116). There are various other identity theories, 
but these three overarch the other identities and form the basis of identity development, therefore 
becoming central to understanding identity in its entirety. Table 3.1 summarised the similarities among 
the different types of identity theories mentioned. In this section, the differences between the theories 
are identified to highlight the importance of the separate identities and to determine which of the 
identities are represented through fashion. 
Identity in general is formulated to help individuals process and identify sameness and variances (Jenkins, 
2014:17). Similarly, the identities people have are derived from the same principle of similarities and 
differences. For the purpose of this comparison, this principle of similarities and differences is referred to 
as versus-relationships.  
Personal identity’s versus-relationship places the self against the rest of the world, “me versus society” 
(Hitlin, 2003:118). Individuals categorise themselves as unique beings that are different from the rest of 
society. Stets (2006:89) explains that in social identity theory the versus-relationship can be understood in 
two different ways. Firstly, the “us versus them” or “in-group versus out-group” relationship distinguishes 
between members and non-members. Secondly, there is the “prototype versus the less prototypical” 
relationship. The prototypical versus-relationship is used to analyse and investigate in-group behaviour 
and interactions. In role identity, the versus-relationship is based on the function of the role. The 
individual is placed against the counter role that is fulfilled, thus the relationship is “role versus counter 
role” (Burke and Stets, 2000:227). The versus-relationships are key to the existence of the identity 
because they assist in the process of categorisation and ownership of identities. 
The different identities fulfil different purposes for the individual. Role identity addresses the purpose of a 
person in a situation (Hitlin, 2003:118), social identity gives a person a sense of belonging (Hogg, 
2006:116) and personal identity provides a sense of ‘I’ as a unique individual (Hogg, 2006:116). Burke and 
Stets (2000:229) posit that every individual needs to maintain and balance the demands of these three 
identities. The triangulation of the three identities is necessary for effective identity formation. The 
combination of the three in turn also provides a basis for a well-developed self-esteem. According to Stets 
(2006:104), good self-esteem is accomplished through self-worth (achieved by social identity), self-
competence (achieved through role identity) and self-efficacy (achieved through personal identity). 
Therefore the simultaneous presence of the three identities is crucial to holistic identity formation.  
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On the other hand, identities also fulfil a purpose in terms of the context. According to Hitlin (2003:125), 
personal identity is the largest contributor on these grounds, since personal identity determines the 
situations one is exposed to and involved with. Personal identity becomes the determining factor of the 
context. The role identity ties to the context “mechanically”, fulfilling a functional purpose in the context, 
whereas social identity ties “organically”, fulfilling a supportive purpose to the context (Burke and Stets, 
2000:228).   
The identities are motivated by different aspects. Personal identity is largely motivated by personal goals 
(Burke and Stets, 2000:230). These personal goals could vary from a need for individuality or a need to 
achieve authenticity. Social goals on the other hand motivate social identity (Hogg, 2006:120), whereas 
role identity is motivated by personal reward (Stets, 2006:92). Motivations are either emotionally or 
cognitively processes. All identities rely on both cognitive and emotional decisions; however, personal 
identity, in comparison to role and social identity, is more dependent on emotions (Hitlin, 2003:119), 
whilst role and social identity are processed more cognitively (Hitlin, 2003:132). The emotional and 
cognitive nature of identities sheds light on how the identities are determined. Stets (2006:103) and Hogg 
(2003:115) argue that role and social identities are determined by inherent and chosen aspects of 
personal identity. The determining factor is thus based on logical choices informed by the personal 
identity. Hitlin (2003:124) explores how personal identity is derived from and substantiated by values. 
These values are formulated by emotional experiences and choices over a period of time.  
The identities that are maintained require or demand certain behaviour expectations. The expectations 
set by role and social identities are quite concrete and specific. The context in which the identity is 
performed will play a role in the expectation. Role identity’s expectations are determined by the role 
requirements to efficiently perform the role at hand (Stets, 2006:90). Burke and Stets (2000:231) explain 
that in the case of social identity, the prototype of the group will form the framework of expected 
behaviour. Personal identity, however, does not have expectations as role and social identity do, since it is 
personally driven. Hitlin (2003:123) suggests that values could form a personal code of conduct that will 
establish behaviour that is acceptable for the individual. Stets (2006:104) further adds that personal goals 
will determine behaviour expectations. However, Burke and Stets (2000:230) and Hitlin (2003:123) agree 
that personal identity’s expectations of behaviour will always aim to achieve self-authenticity. 
Even though these identities differ in their core meaning, they do overlap and complement each other, 
such as in the case of a well-developed self-esteem. The multiple identities individuals maintain are often 
difficult to separate, because the identities intertwine on various levels. Section 2.5 established that 
fashion represents aspects of identity; however, considering the vast number of identities fashion could 
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possibly represent, fashion needs to be analysed within the parameters of the identity theories to 
establish which of the identity types fashion represents. 
3.3 How do fashion and the identity theories correlate? 
In order to place fashion in the field of the identity theories, a connection between fashion and identity 
needs to be established. Twigg (2009:1) argues that there is an intimate relationship between fashion and 
identity, where fashion transforms identity in a material form imbued with non-verbal communication. 
Further, in Sections 2.5 and 2.6, the use of fashion to communicate identity was investigated and it was 
found that identity representation through fashion provides essential cues to the broader community 
regarding behaviour toward the person. Furthermore, it emerged that fashion not only provides non-
verbal communication, but also assists in maintaining one’s identity. But how then are the two 
phenomena connected? This section explores the similarities between fashion and fashion literature’s 
interpretation of identity, the manner in which fashion is an extension of identity and how fashion and 
identity overlap, specifically in terms of personal, social and role identity. 
3.3.1 Similarities between fashion and identity 
The core purpose of identity is to indicate ownership of either similarity or difference in a context (Jenkins, 
2014:24). Consequently, distinction and context are pivotal elements of identity. If changes occur in these 
two elements, the identity itself changes. Distinction and context are equally important to fashion choices. 
Kawamura (2006:788) explains that fashion is the visual and tangible tool of distinction in society. The 
distinction fashion provides reaches across various aspects of society such as age, gender and 
membership. By wearing certain fashion items, individuals indicate that they accept ownership of the 
distinction made through the fashion choices (Eicher and Roach-Higgins, 1992:7). Therefore, if fashion 
goods no longer represent the desired distinction (identity) that the wearer associates with, the goods are 
discarded, because the items no longer validate the desired identity. The identities one enacts or upholds 
are dependent on the context (Burke and Stets, 2000:225). Miller (2005:10) and Twigg (2009:3) explain 
that the fashion choices individuals make are highly dependent on context. The social, role and personal 
expectations of the context will determine the appropriateness of the dress. 
Identity as a whole consists of various types of identities; human identity has a combining or balancing 
nature that allows for the co-existence of multiple identities (Stets, 2006:89). The fashion industry often 
produces pre-fabricated identities (Haytko and Thompson, 1997:27). However, over the years the industry 
has changed due to the democratisation of fashion and the adoption of postmodernist approaches (Twigg, 
2009:2). These changes have encouraged consumers to break down the pre-fabricated identities that 
CHAPTER 3: 
IDENTITY THEORIES AND THE ANALYSIS AND PLACEMENT OF FASHION IDENTITY IN THESE THEORIES 
49 | P a g e  
 
fashion media puts forward and to reassign selected elements to their own identities. This allows for a 
mix-and-match approach in the display of identity. The fashion industry has, through these changes, 
allowed for multiplicity in identity representation. Todd (2011:49) claims that all identities are always 
present in identity representation, but the degree of identity representation is determined by what 
identity is most dominant in the specific context. For example, role identity would be more dominantly 
represented in a work environment than in a social context. Identity and fashion are both constantly 
evolving and changing (Kawamura, 2006:785); the similar ever-changing nature of identity and fashion is 
what makes identity representation through fashion possible. 
The dictating factors of identity, namely inherent and chosen aspects (Sections 2.4.1 and 2.4.2), also 
influence fashion. Todd (2011:50) believes that fashion is the visual indicator of all chosen parts of 
identity. Fashion is also a result of free choice; of how one wants to be perceived by others and how one is 
projected to the world. Fashion identity is however not only based on free choice. Twigg (2009:14) 
explains that there are boundaries that fashion choices need to abide by such as social and cultural 
acceptance and financial limits. These boundaries could be seen as similar determining factors to the 
inherent aspects of an identity. For example, society expects individuals to dress according to their 
gender, age, social position and their financial means. People in society are reliant on these expectations 
since they guide the interpretation of fashion. 
Fashion is an aesthetic code that is utilised by society to decipher aspects of the wearer’s identity (Twigg, 
2009:3). It is through fashion that identity can extend into the material world and as a result achieve 
universal understanding that is not limited by traditional boundaries such as language (Kawamura, 
2006:788). Fashion in itself becomes a symbolic identity. Arvanitidou and Gasouka (2012:5) explain that 
the symbolic identity relies on interpretation that is ambiguous and suggestive; however, in the correct 
context and with the assistance of social and cultural agreements, the identity will be interpreted as 
intended by the wearer (Eicher and Roach-Higgins, 1992:5). The symbolic nature of fashion identity, which 
Kawamura and Arvanitidou and Gasouka identify, aligns fashion with the symbolic interactionist paradigm 
of all three identity theories (Stets, 2006:88). Both fashion and identity require active meaning-making in a 
social context, which again strengthens the connection to symbolic interactionism.  
Imbued in identity is a code of conduct that corresponds with the identity (Bulei and Dinu, 2013:252). 
When an identity becomes prominent, the individual and the identity observers are inclined to enact the 
behaviours stimulated by the identity (Kroger and Marcia, 2011:33). Haytko and Thompson (1997:21) 
suggest that fashion assists in the behavioural shift that identity requires. The appearance one maintains 
influences internal emotions regarding competency, efficiency and self-esteem. For example, dressing in 
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business attire for work promotes professionalism and productivity, and enhances feelings of competence 
(Rykrsmith, 2012:par.7). Consequently, fashion choices that reflect the appropriate identity for the 
specific context promote the expected behaviour and enactment of the identity. The appropriateness of 
fashion for the specific identity is determined by the identity itself and the audience or observers of the 
fashion (Eicher and Roach-Higgins, 1992:5). The audience or observers are the people to whom the 
identity is enacted, such as a counter-role in the case of role identity or fellow group members in social 
identity.  
Commitment and exploration are required in order to develop an identity (Kroger and Marcia, 2011:33). In 
fashion identity, the quantity of fashion items that represent a specific identity will reflect the degree of 
commitment an individual has to the identity. Kawamura (2006:785), however, posits that fashion is a 
more truthful indicator of experimentation than commitment, due to the changing nature of fashion. 
Fashion provides a relatively safe environment for experimentation without the responsibility of any 
permanent commitment. For example, dressing in punk clothing does not necessarily portray 
commitment to a punk group but rather validation of similar beliefs. The clothing becomes an 
experimentation with shared views and not the representation of participation. It is noteworthy that 
others would perceive the individual as a member, but the clothing does not indicate commitment. 
Similarities are not the only link between fashion and identity. Fashion becomes an extension of identity, a 
medium used to construct identity into a tangible and visible form that is functional in a social milieu 
(Hansen, 2004:370). Therefore it is important to consider how fashion could be an extension of the 
various identities, namely personal, social and role identities. 
3.3.2 Fashion as an extension of identity 
The previous section indicated the relationship between fashion and identity and how the two 
phenomena overlap. Fashion can represent a multitude of identities due to the mix-and-match quality the 
fashion industry has provided (Todd, 2011:49). In this section fashion is investigated in order to establish 
how it is an extension of personal, social and role identity.  
3.3.2.1 Fashion as an extension of personal identity 
Personal identity is defined by Hitlin (2003:121) as “the core of the self, (which is) experienced as unique”. 
In this identity the individual becomes central. The personal identity informs all other identities and 
choices that are made (Stets, 2006:103). Therefore, the personal identity also plays a role in fashion 
choices. Kawamura (2006:785) claims that fashion is an experimenting tool that allows individuals to 
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investigate parts of their personal identity, especially during developmental phases of their lives. These 
occur multiple times in a lifespan and refer to periods where identity is questioned and reflected on, for 
example the transition from student to employee or from adulthood to motherhood. Fashion as an 
extension of identity should not be understood as a fixed part of identity. It is rather a constantly evolving 
part that changes as the individual and identity changes (Arvanitidou and Gasouka, 2012:3). A temporary 
state of stability could be reached through negotiation which takes place between the wearer and the 
observers through interaction. This negotiation process is similar to the negotiation that occurs in 
personal identity formation (Section 3.2.1). Bulei and Dinu (2013:252) explain that negotiation takes place 
in order to restore consistency and to align social expectations and self-representation. According to 
Haytko and Thompson (1997:21), in terms of fashion, personal identity negotiates with social contexts to 
achieve an authentic stable representation of the identity. For example, when a student’s identity changes 
to that of an employee there is a shift in identity expectations. In order to align expectations and self-
representation the individual needs to readjust their identity representation so that the expectations of an 
employee are met. For example, a law student could wear jeans and casual shirt, however an employed 
lawyer would wear a suit that adheres to court dress regulations. A result of the adjustment in identity 
representation could lead to the employee being trusted more and would be taken more seriously 
regarding legal counsel in comparison to the casual appearance of a law student. 
Uniqueness is a key aspect of personal identity (Burke and Stets, 2000:229). The self and taking ownership 
of individuality is the foundation of personal identity. Miller (2005:10) explains that fashion expresses 
individuality and is a visual indication of ownership. Fashion helps the development of personal identity 
and fuels the pursuit of individuality (Haytko and Thompson, 1997:21). The reviewed literature agrees that 
fashion is a public declaration of personal identity (Arvanitidou and Gasouka, 2012:4; Eicher and Roach-
Higgins, 1992:5; Miller, 2005:3; Smith, 2012:par.3). Todd (2011:48) believes that fashion does not merely 
express individuality, but helps strengthen the process of individualisation. Through consumption, 
consumers actively partake in the creation of individuality (Twigg, 2009:3). 
The formation of personal identity is grounded in emotion and is intensely personal (Hitlin, 2003:119). 
Fashion mirrors these aspects of personal identity. Hansen (2004:372) explains that fashion has become 
the consumer’s most personal possession that visually communicates personal aspects. Fashion 
transforms personal abstract ideas into materialistic reality that can be interpreted by others. Fashion 
items are bought based on emotional and rational reasoning, however emotional reasoning is more 
influential in fashion choices (Haytko and Thompson, 1997:16). Miller (2005:14) suggests that clothing 
evokes emotions from both the wearer and the observer and are used as a basis for emotional buying. 
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Consumers buy items that promote confidence, happiness and individuality (Sika, 2014:par.13) – fashion 
items are bought with the intention to evoke specific emotions from the wearer and responses from 
society. 
Besides evoking emotions and responses, fashion also provides visual confirmation of the self (Eicher and 
Roach-Higgins, 1992:5). Fashion thus assists in self-validation and influences self-esteem. If one’s fashion 
choices represent one’s identity correctly, authentic representation is achieved. Authentic representation 
in turn validates identity and strengthens self-esteem. In support, Reed (2004:293) explains that the 
identity aspects that are embedded in clothing become a means of validation that promote feelings of 
authentic representation of the self.  
Fashion identity communicates various aspects of the wearer including values (Dolfsma, 2004:359) 
represented by the clothes (fashion/s) that they wear. According to Arvanitidou and Gasouka (2012:3) 
fashion expresses the relationship between personal values and the values of material goods and occurs 
due to the close relationship fashion items have to the perceptions of the self. Hitlin (2003:119) draws a 
link between values and personal identity and believes that values are at the core of personal identity 
development (Section 3.2.1). The values encompass beliefs, form criteria for acceptable behaviour and 
become a framework for the idealistic self. Values form part of personal identity formation. If fashion 
indicates values, as Dolfsma (2004:359) states, and values are the core of personal identity, as Hitlin 
(2003:119) believes, it can be concluded that fashion is an extension of personal identity.  
3.3.2.2 Fashion as an extension of social identity 
Fundamentally, social identity is the sense of self as defined by membership of a group such as 
membership of a sports club (Hogg, 2006:111). The membership forms a defining part of an individual’s 
identity in social contexts and fashion is able to represent such a social identity (Arvanitidou and Gasouka, 
2012:4; Dolfsma, 2004:359; Haytko and Thompson, 1997:28; Kawamura, 2006:799; Miller, 2005:6; Todd, 
2011:49; Twigg, 2009:4). Arvanitidou and Gasouka (2012:3) refer to fashion as the “social skin” of an 
individual. 
As social beings, people want to belong to social groups and the need for social grouping is both socially 
and personally driven (Hogg, 2006:112) providing benefits on both levels. Social identity contributes to 
self-esteem by influencing the self-worth of an individual (Stets, 2006:89). The self-worth relates to the 
personal drive of social identity. Haytko and Thompson (1997:15) report that fashion displays the self-
worth of the wearer whereas social identity develops self-worth. 
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Fashion allows individuals to publically declare membership of a group in a visual manner (Dolfsma, 
2004:357). The fashion identity in terms of social identity firstly communicates position in the social 
structure and secondly, gives a sense of belonging to specific groups. Social identity aims to provide 
people with belonging (Hogg, 2006:116) whilst fashion provides a visual affirmation of that belonging. 
Kawamura (2006:787) believes that young adults are more conscious of fashion’s social identity 
representation due to the fear of social exclusion that is more dominant in this age group. The fashion 
industry has capitalised on fashion as an extension of social identity by developing fashion that conveys a 
sense of “being part” of consumer culture or the “in-group” (Reed, 2004:293). This approach in product 
development addresses the notion of belonging. Apparel industries have invested in strong brand 
identities that correspond with social identity attributes of their target market. Brands are advertised and 
developed to symbolise those attributes (Stevenson, 2014:par.3). Todd (2011:50) suggests that people 
unknowingly purchase products that coincide with their identity. Reed (2004:286) reports that marketing 
that is designed with consumer’s social identities as the focal point, tends to be more successful.  
In social identity versus-relationships are formed to distinguish non-members and establish conformity 
among members (Stets, 2006:89). The distinction between members and non-members requires 
interactions, however fashion provides a distinction medium that is non-verbal (Miller, 2005:6). Members 
can be identified through their fashion. The use of fashion as membership identification has often been 
used in social movements and sub-cultural membership. Todd (2011:49) explains that fashion has been 
used as a mouthpiece in social movements and sub-cultural membership such as in the case of the punk 
movement where the punk fashion visually communicated the youth’s social, economic and political 
concerns of the time. However, sharing a fashion style that symbolises certain beliefs does not necessarily 
reflect participation. Sika (2014:par.7) reports that fashion is a safe indicator of conformity for passive 
members. Fashion represents commitment to the cause, but does not guarantee active involvement. The 
social identity aspect of fashion is not reserved only for social movements and sub-cultures, but has 
become part of general social linking (Todd, 2011:49). All members of society use fashion, intentionally or 
not, to signify beliefs, preferences and interests that are shared among sub-groups in society (Dolfsma, 
2004:359). 
As fashion signifies the collective perceptions, beliefs or values of a group, depersonalisation is achieved 
(Haytko and Thompson, 1997:21). Depersonalisation (defined in Section 3.2.2) occurs because the fashion 
represents the group as a collective rather than as individuals. For example, an individual dressed in punk 
style clothing would be seen as a punk. The individualistic characteristics of that person are ignored and 
the collective identity becomes dominant. Todd (2011:49) elaborates that fashion ‘style’ now not only 
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describes the clothing, but also describes who the wearer is. Depersonalisation is an essential part of 
social identity theory (Hogg, 2006:118). The fact that fashion assists in the achievement of this essential 
part of social identity theory strengthens the notion that fashion is an extension of social identity. 
3.3.2.3 Fashion as an extension of role identity 
Role identity addresses the role that an individual must fulfil in a certain context and the expected 
behaviour associated with the role fulfilment (Hitlin, 2003:118; Section 3.2.3). The successful enactment 
of a role, with all associated behaviour, is the emphasis of role identity. If fashion identity extends or 
represents role identity, fashion must contribute to the performance of the role. 
Twigg (2009:2) explains that fashion identity has represented gender roles and social roles over the years 
and has become the focus area in many fashion studies. Fashion’s purpose in role identity is mainly 
focussed on the appropriateness of the dress for the specific role (Eicher and Roach-Higgins, 1992:5). Sika 
(2014:par.11) believes that role identities in a work environment are especially reliant on fashion identity 
to visually support the role being fulfilled. If fashion corresponds with the role that is being enacted, 
feelings of self-confidence are promoted. The increase of self-confidence in turn promotes proficiency in 
the role enactment (Rykrsmith, 2012:par.7). Misrepresentation of the role identity through fashion casts 
doubt on the efficiency of the role fulfilment. Sika (2014:par.10) uses the example of a young women 
displaying a fashion identity that is provocative. The same fashion identity represented by a mother or a 
business woman will contradict the desired role. Society will lose confidence and belief in the person’s 
ability to efficiently perform the role identity.  
Fashion identity plays an important part in role identity representation, because fashion can validate the 
role. The appropriate fashion identity in role enactment can increase the public perception of the 
individual’s capability to fulfil the role and enhance feelings of self-assurance. Consequently, fashion can 
represent role identity and be an extension of the role itself. 
3.3.3 Fashion’s position in the identity theories 
The preceding debate (Sections 3.3 – 3.3.2) investigated the correlation between fashion and the 
traditional identity theories, namely personal identity, social identity and role identity. Fashion and 
identity both indicate distinction, rely on the given social context and are influenced by inherent and 
chosen aspects of identity development (Sections 2.4.1 - 2.4.2). The fact that there are these similarities 
between fashion and identity enables fashion to be a reliable communicator of identity. 
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Since identity is multifaceted, the discussion aimed to resolve which of the identities (personal, social and 
role) are communicated through fashion. It was found that fashion can represent multiple identities, 
because it is almost impossible to exclude the multiplicity of identities an individual possesses (Todd, 
2011:49). Important to note is that all identities are not represented at once, but multiple representation 
can take place due to the democratisation of fashion and the ability to mix-and-match fashion goods that 
communicate different aspects of identity. Fashion is therefore a visual extension of personal identity, 
social identity and role identity. 
The type of identity that is most prominently represented through fashion is determined by which identity 
is required in the specific context. However, since all identities are omnipresent there could be aspects of 
the other identities present during any given context. For example, Jones is part of the Rastafarian sub-
culture (social identity) and he is a lawyer (role identity). He has decided to represent his sub-cultural 
membership through his dreadlock hairstyle which is a form of fashion identity. At work he is required to 
dress according to court regulations. His fashion identity then simultaneously represents his social and 
role identity.  
Hansen (2004:372) suggests that fashion often adopts a dual quality, where personal identity is always 
present. According to Twigg (2009:4) the dual quality exists due to the interplay between individuality and 
conformity. People want to achieve uniqueness whilst receiving approval from others. The juxtaposition of 
conformity and individuality remains key to fashion choices regardless of the identity type that is 
represented (Haytko and Thompson, 1997:21). In the case of social identity, social acceptance is sought 
after, whereas in role identity the fashion must conform to the role requirements. Ironically, Eicher and 
Roach-Higgins (1992:5) mention that individuality is achieved through the different conformities a person 
abides by. The uniqueness of an individual thus lies in the unique combination of conformities.  
3.4 Summary 
Chapter 2 identified that human identity consists of various types of identity, namely personal, social and 
role identity. The aim of this chapter was to establish which of these identities fashion represents. In order 
to meet this aim the chapter investigated the multiple identities that holistically form human identity by 
using the psychological identity theories as a framework.  
The identity theories each focus on specific identity types. What these different identities entail and what 
their significance is to the owner of the identities and the broader society was reported. At the core of 
identity lies personal identity which in turn influences the social and role identities one possesses. Social 
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identity reflects the memberships of an individual to groups in the community, whereas role identity 
reflects the roles that individuals perform in society.  
The different identities together form the unique, individual identities of human beings. Human identity is 
thus a collective concept of personal, social and role identity. Furthermore, it was found that fashion is 
able to communicate personal, social and role identities. Consequently, fashion moves across identity 
boundaries and provides a tool to communicate various identities. Fashion identity thus cannot be 
classified as an extension or representation of one specific identity, but rather a collective representation 
of multiple identities. 
 
CHAPTER 4: 
METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN 
57 | P a g e  
 
4  C H A P T E R  4  
M E T H O D O L O G Y  A N D  R E S E A R C H  D E S I G N  
4.1 Introduction 
Lewis et al. (2009:109) believe that there is no right or wrong research design but rather better 
investigation tools. Some research design options are better in addressing the specific research question 
and research objectives. Hence it is important to choose aspects of the research design that are most 
appropriate to the research objectives set in Section 1.2. The study can essentially apply various methods; 
therefore this chapter aims to substantiate the research choices exercised in the research design by 
comparing the possible options and validating the methods chosen. 
Investigating how fashion identity is influenced by social media requires reviewing other research in the 
fields of fashion, identity and social media. Existing research in these research fields provides guidance for 
this study; therefore it is important to consider what methodological choices were applied in these fields 
in order to assist in choosing the most appropriate research design.  This chapter discusses methodology 
based on the framework set out in Section 1.6. 
4.2 Research philosophy 
All research is conducted from a specific viewpoint that is established by the researcher (Lewis et al., 
2009:107). The viewpoint taken is largely influenced by the philosophical position held. These 
assumptions form the basis of the research and assist in developing a research framework that influences 
the methodological choices. Creswell (2009:6) notes that various sources use different terminologies to 
express the philosophical framework, such as worldview, paradigm, philosophy or perspective. This study 
refers to the philosophical position as a research philosophy.  
The philosophical position that forms the research philosophy consists of three parts namely, ontological, 
epistemological and methodological viewpoints (Grix, 2002:179). The triangulation of the three parts 
defines how the researcher thinks about and approaches the research process. The three parts are 
interrelated. All three help form the research philosophy of a study; however, it is possible that certain 
viewpoints could carry more weight in the decision-making process. Grix (2002:178) explains that 
“ontology logically precedes epistemology which logically precedes methodology”. Ontology refers to the 
perspectives regarding the nature of reality, how society interprets its reality and the understanding of the 
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reality (Lewis et al., 2009:110). The epistemological viewpoint involves the understanding of what is 
known, what the acceptable knowledge of the field of study is and what is known about the reality (Gray, 
2010:17). Epistemology is in a direct relationship with ontology since how one views reality (ontology) will 
influence what one knows about reality (epistemology). Based on the viewpoint established through 
ontology and epistemology, the methodological viewpoint can emerge. The methodological viewpoint 
involves the perceptions on how to approach the process of obtaining knowledge (Grix, 2002:178).  
The philosophical positions, ontology and methodology, carry more weight in this study’s triangulation 
than epistemology, since ontology addresses the interpretive position that a society takes to understand 
the reality its members live in. Ontology also allows the research to take an interpretive position allowing 
for the re-evaluation of social phenomena and how they are understood. Epistemology guides the 
theoretical framework to explore the accepted knowledge in the field of fashion, identity and social 
media. The research aims to re-evaluate the influences on fashion identity, investigate a new influence, 
namely social media, and provide a perspective on the influence social media has on fashion identities. 
The ontological views align with these research aims and provide the necessary position to address the 
research question and aim. 
The research philosophy overarches the various levels of the research design and becomes the guiding 
framework of the study (Lewis et al., 2009:108). Three philosophies were applied in the literature 
reviewed for this study, namely pragmatism, social interactionism and interpretivism. Each philosophy 
provides unique guiding perspectives to the research process. Table 4.1 summaries the various 
philosophies used in studies that may be pertinent when addressing similar research topics. 
Table 4.1: Research philosophies that emerged from the literature review  
Research topic Philosophy Source 
Personal identity Pragmatism Hitlin, 2003:119. 
Fashion Interpretivism Dolfsma, 2004:357; Haytko and Thompson, 1997:20. 
Fashion identity Symbolic 
interactionism 
Eicher and Roach-Higgins, 1992:5; Hutton et al., 
1991:168. 
Identity theory Symbolic 
interactionism 
Bulei and Dinu, 2013:252; Hitlin, 2003:123; Hogg and 
Ridgeway, 2003:97; Stets, 2006:88. 
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Table 4.1 guides the investigation to the most appropriate research philosophy and informs the 
discussions in the following sections.  
4.2.1 Pragmatism as a possible research philosophy 
Pragmatism provides the opportunity to combine positivist and interpretivist perspectives (Lewis et al., 
2009:109). Although a pragmatic philosophy could have suited this study, it would not have been the most 
appropriate, because of the inclusion of positivism. Positivism is based on the assumption of an objective 
single reality (Quinlan, 2011:99) that does not align with the research aim. This assumption produces an 
inaccurate reflection of social media’s influence on fashion identity since each individual experiences the 
influence differently and therefore a single objective reality could not be defined.  
4.2.2 Interpretivism as a possible research philosophy 
An interpretive philosophy takes the view that the members of a society actively create meaning and 
understand reality based on their experiences (Collins, 2010:39). Gray (2010:21) reports that 
interpretivism investigates the “culturally derived and historically situated interpretations of the social 
life-world”. Consequently, individuals develop meaning and understanding of the world based on their 
individual experiences which result in multiple realities that can be perceived as valid, depending on each 
individual’s lifeworld. Dolfsma (2004:357) explains that fashion only has meaning because of the social 
meaning that people assign to fashion goods. Fashion’s assigned meaning is determined by people’s 
lifeworld, cultural history and the social rules they adhere to (Haytko and Thompson, 1997:20), which in 
turn supports interpretivism’s acknowledgement of multiple realities. 
4.2.3 Symbolic interactionism as a possible research philosophy 
Table 4.1 shows that symbolic interactionism is used in fashion identity and identity theory research fields. 
Gray (2010:22) believes that symbolic interactionism aligns with interpretivism and can be used as part of 
an interpretivist philosophy. Furthermore, Gray (2010:21) explains that symbolic interactionism is an 
ontological perspective of interpretivism. Since ontology carries more weight in this study’s triangulation, 
symbolic interaction is appropriate because it involves a research perception that human beings actively 
engage in the creation of meaning and in problem-solving, and they consciously respond to social 
phenomena (Collins, 2010:41). This aligns with the research question (Section 1.3). Lewis et al. (2009:116) 
define symbolic interactionism as the continual process of interpreting the surrounding social world and 
social interactions. The interpretation is then used to inform individual perceptions and behaviour. 
Furthermore, it is grounded in the perception that one’s actions echo one’s personal and social beliefs 
(Kawamura, 2011:27). 
CHAPTER 4: 
METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN 
60 | P a g e  
 
4.2.4 The chosen philosophy: Interpretivism 
Dolfsma (2004:359) suggests that fashion researchers should be constantly aware of the fact that society 
is interpretative. As Gray (2010:22) suggests, symbolic interactionism could be used as part of an 
interpretivist philosophy. Both philosophies support the research aim (Section 1.3) by establishing a 
viewpoint where society members actively create meaning in their lifeworld, through the process of 
interpretation. This is appropriate for a theoretical investigation on how social media users interpret data 
on social media that influences their fashion identities. The philosophies also underline the practical 
component of this research by recognising the meaning-making position of participants when assigning 
identity meaning to the fashion they choose to wear. Both philosophies also acknowledge the researcher 
as an active interpreter in the study, which is necessary for the practical component. Therefore, an 
interpretivist philosophy was deemed as most appropriate for this research.   
4.3 Research choices: quantitative, qualitative and mixed-methods 
Research design can be one of three types, namely quantitative, qualitative or mixed-methods (Creswell, 
2009:3). In research design, these types are called the “research choices” (Lewis et al., 2009:151). In 
simple terms, qualitative and quantitative research methodologies can be distinguished by the focus of 
the data, whether it is numeric (quantitative) or non-numeric (qualitative). Non-numeric data includes 
data such as words, behaviour observations, images or film amongst others.  
Quantitative research involves data that is measurable by statistics or definite numbers, whereas 
qualitative research involves the exploration of meaning or interpretations that individuals or groups 
assign to social or human phenomena and requires the researcher to play an active part in the exploration 
(Creswell, 2009:4). A mixed-methods research design is used when the research aim requires both 
qualitative and quantitative forms of data collection and analysis (Creswell, 2009:4).  
The interpretivist philosophy of the study leans more toward a qualitative research type, rather than 
quantitative, because the interpretive positions of both the researcher and participants are central to the 
research. Qualitative research is ideally applied to research that examines interpretations, meaning 
creation and social experiences (Ezzy, 2002:3). However, the research aim requires the research to also 
investigate measurable data, especially regarding how regularly social media is used and what social 
media platforms are used by participants, which suggests a quantitative research choice. Therefore a 
mixed-methods design was considered to be most appropriate in order to accommodate both sets of data 
required to answer the research question. 
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4.4 Research strategies employed 
Research strategies provide a guide that directs the procedures in the research design (Creswell, 2009:11). 
The manner in which the strategies are applied and examined is determined by the research choice as 
discussed above, whereas the research topic, question and aim determine what strategy is most suitable. 
Gray (2010:167) believes that mixed-methods provide more flexibility for research strategies than 
quantitative research, since mixed-methods allow for particular strategies to be combined in order to 
develop the most effective, complete strategy. The strategies that are considered include discourse 
analysis, image-based research and survey.  
Discourse analysis uses discourse, either written or verbal, as a source of data (Quinlan, 2011:186). The 
belief is that discourse analysis is a powerful tool that can help group or individual perspectives to emerge. 
In-depth or semi-structured interviews are typically used in this strategy. The nature of the social media 
content that is investigated focuses on face value analysis of imagery. This study aims to investigate social 
media content which the participants in this research spend seconds evaluating in real-life situations. 
Using a strategy that encourages in-depth discussions with participants could have produced false data 
due to over-analysing or over-thinking of social media content. In-depth discussions were therefore not 
central to the data collection purpose making discourse analysis less suitable.  
Image-based research is often appropriate in the creative design field (Quinlan, 2011:187). The use of 
images can include data drawn from visual mediums such as videos, charts, maps, photographs or 
advertising. An image-based research strategy was ideal for this study since it allowed for the collection of 
fashion images from social media platforms for the practical component. Fashion is a visual language 
(Kawamura, 2006:788) and therefore it was appropriate to use a visual research tool in fashion research. 
Social media images form a large part of the research, which further supports the use of an image-based 
strategy. According to Quinlan (2011:187), image-based research is typically used in conjunction with 
other strategies.  
A survey strategy relies on data collection through tools such as questionnaires, interviews or 
observations (Oates, 2010:93). The advantage of following a survey strategy is that it is economical, fast 
and a resourceful data collection tool (Babin, Carr and Zikmund, 2010:187). Quinlan (2011:182) mentions 
that questionnaires and interviews help overcome geographical challenges, since surveys, interviews or 
questionnaires can be conducted via telephone, video, mail, online or email. Babin et al. (2010:186) note 
that surveys are typically used in quantitative research. However, if the questions and analysis are 
qualitative in nature, they can efficiently be utilised for qualitative research and mixed-methods.  
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For the purpose of this study, a combination strategy was best suited, because survey and image-based 
research strategies both provide valuable tools to address the research aim. The combination of these 
strategies made it possible to investigate both textual and visual responses of participants. Images from 
social media platforms could be shared during the survey process, which provided further insight into the 
role social media plays in fashion identity formation.  
4.5 Approaches: inductive and deductive reasoning 
The approach of a research study reflects the systematic cycle the study follows in terms of the theory. 
There are two approaches, namely deductive and inductive (Lewis et al., 2009:124). 
The deductive approach systematically moves toward the testing of a hypothesis or proving an argument 
(Gray, 2010:14). Lewis et al. (2009:124) explain that the argument is developed from existing theory, 
which is then tested in the study. Ezzy (2002:8) reports that simplistically a deductive approach uses the 
theory to deduce an argument that in turn will inform what data must be collected and how. The data 
findings would then either prove or disprove the argument and would shed light on modifications or 
adaptations that need to be made to the original theory (Lewis et al., 2009:125).  
Gray (2010:577) defines the inductive approach as “the establishment of facts on which theories or 
concepts are later built”. This approach is more flexible than the deductive approach and acknowledges 
the researcher as part of the research process (Lewis et al., 2009:127). The data informs the theory that 
will emerge from the study (Ezzy, 2002:11). Collins (2010:43) believes that the inductive approach places 
emphasis on gaining insight into the meanings society attaches to objects and occurrences.  
Lewis et al. (2009:127) mention that even though the distinction between inductive and deductive 
approaches is rigid, a combination of the two approaches is possible and can be advantageous. Gray 
(2010:16) suggests that inductive reasoning can be used to formulate an argument that in turn assists in 
the development of a working theory. Deductive reasoning will further test the working theory. 
Kawamura (2011:24) notes that in creative research a combination approach is often advantageous as it 
allows practical aspects to influence theory, whilst still using existing theories from a theoretical 
perspective to guide the initial investigation. 
The research aim is to provide an understanding of social media’s influence on fashion identity by using a 
combination of a theoretical framework and data collection. This research thus develops from both a 
literature perspective and data findings. An inductive approach was suitable, because the practical 
component is guided by the interpretation of the data and the interpretive position of the researcher 
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(Collins, 2010:43). Simultaneously, the theoretical framework guides the investigation of how fashion 
content on social media platforms influences fashion identity, thus a deductive approach was also 
applicable (Ezzy, 2002:8). Therefore, the theoretical component was deductive, whereas the practical 
component was informed from an inductive approach. 
4.6 Time horizons: the timeframe of the research 
The time horizons refer to the timeframe in which the study takes place (Gray, 2010:34). The type of 
timeframe is not dependent on the rest of the research design, but rather dependent on the research 
topic and aim (Lewis et al., 2009:155).  
A cross-sectional time horizon is used when research investigates a specific instance or phenomenon 
relating to a specific time (Lewis et al., 2009:155). The research aimed to investigate the influence of social 
media on fashion identity at the particular time at which the survey was conducted. Therefore, this study 
makes use of a cross-sectional time horizon. 
4.7 Sampling, data collection and analysis methods 
The techniques and procedures used in data collection and analysis are informed and derived from 
choices made in the research design structure (Gray, 2010:184). The research choice (mixed-methods) and 
approach (combination of inductive and deductive) were the two levels of the research design that 
directly determined the methods that were used. This section discusses sampling techniques, data 
collection methods and data analysis processes. 
4.7.1 Sampling techniques employed 
Prior to the data collection process, participants had to be selected. The aim was to find willing, informed 
and appropriate participants as members of the sample group. Lewis et al. (2009:213) identify two types 
of sampling techniques, namely probability and non-probability techniques.  
Probability sampling is based on statistical selection, which is done at random from an available list of 
participants (Lewis et al., 2009:151). This sampling technique was deemed inappropriate, since 
participants could not be selected from an available list. 
The non-probability technique was used to determine the sample for this study because it allowed the 
researcher to select participants based on the researcher’s judgment and the willingness of participants to 
be involved. Two types of non-probability techniques were used, namely self-selection and snowballing.  
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Self-selection sampling relies on volunteers. The researcher published in applicable media that 
participants were required for a study. Participants could then volunteer their availability. Since the 
request for participants was publicised and participation was voluntary, this technique avoided bias and 
allowed for a more diverse sample population (Lewis et al., 2009:241). Snowball sampling relies on 
participants to recommend other participants, which also prevents bias. 
Self-selection and snowballing are less biased and can be used in combination. The research required that 
the sample group should fall into the identified population (female, social media users, between the ages 
of 18 and 29). Sampling for this study began with self-selection sampling through social media, which 
served a dual purpose; firstly, to advertise the need for volunteers and secondly, as a filtering system. 
Since it was publicised on social media platforms, it ensured that those who saw the advert were 
automatically social media users. After self-selection sampling, the study proceeded with snowball 
sampling, encouraging participants to suggest other possible participants.  
A total of 47 competed questionnaires were submitted. Participants were assigned pseudonyms rather 
than numbers. The purpose of this was to ensure their anonymity whilst still acknowledging their 
individuality. Therefore, throughout the data collection and analysis process only the pseudonyms were 
used. 
4.7.2 The data collection process 
The data collection method used in a study should provide it with information-rich, appropriate and useful 
data (Quinlan, 2011:220). Thus, it is important to know what type of data the study requires in order to 
achieve the research aim and objectives.  
The data collection methods have to allow for interaction with social media users. Lewis et al. (2009:11) 
claim that multiple methods could be used in combination. Although there are different types of data 
collection, only the rationale for using image-based or visual methods and surveys or questionnaires is 
discussed, since these data collection methods align with the research strategies that were selected in 
Section 4.4. The combination of visual methods and surveys is necessary for the research at hand, since 
the research aim requires collection and analysis of both textual and visual data.  
Survey types that can be used to collect data include in-depth interviews, semi-structured interviews and 
questionnaires. As stated, in-depth and semi-structured interviews were found not to be suitable, since 
the probing and over-analysing of questions would contradict the unconscious analysis process that 
occurs with social media content. However, questionnaires avoid probing and over-analysing of the 
questions, which allows for a similar face value effect to occur as on social media platforms. For this 
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reason questionnaires were used (Addendum A). Questionnaires are also practical since both visual and 
textual data can be collected in one data collection process. 
Lewis et al. (2009:362) suggest that questions should be carefully designed; the layout of the questions 
should be logical, clear and easy to follow; the purpose of the study should be explained; and the language 
must be easy to understand and appropriate to the research field.  
In a questionnaire, one can make use of various question types. The type of information that is sought 
after determines the type of question. Different question types can be used in a single questionnaire. The 
question types include open-ended, close-ended and attitude questions. Open-ended questions rely on 
respondents to elaborate on their opinions, perceptions or ideas (Collins, 2010:131). Closed-ended 
questions focus on factual information such as gender, age and “yes” or “no” answers. Oates (2010:222) 
notes that closed-ended questions often include a list of possible answers that the participant must select 
from. Attitude questions are meant to establish opinions, attitudes or degrees (Collins, 2010:130). Similar 
to closed-ended questions, attitude questions provide a list of possible answers, which is known as a Likert 
Scale. An example of a Likert Scale is response options such as “strongly agree”, “agree”, “disagree” or 
“strongly disagree”. All three question types were used in this research’s questionnaire (Addendum A). 
Questionnaires are useful data collection methods, because they can be designed for various platforms, 
for example online, telephonic or postal responses. Online distribution was used as it aligned with the 
sampling methods discussed previously. Online questionnaires can be distributed either via email or via a 
website hyperlink (Gray, 2010:230). For this study a hyperlink was used, since the participants were 
unknown to the researcher and the hyperlink could easily be shared on social media platforms. The 
hyperlink allowed participants to conveniently fill in the survey in their own time without any cost to 
themselves, and provided a platform where visual data could be shared and the hyperlink could be sent 
and followed from a smartphone. Since the hyperlink was publicly accessible, the link could easily be 
circulated through any messaging application or email, which made snowball sampling possible. 
The impersonal quality of online questionnaires tends to promote honest responses and provide a safe 
non-judgemental environment (Gray, 2010:231). Lewis et al. (2009:364) identify the following advantages 
of online questionnaires: 
• Contamination or distortion of responses is unlikely; 
• there are no geographic limitations; 
• any question type can be used; 
• responses are instantly available; and  
• responses are automatically stored digitally and collectively.  
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Internet mediated questionnaires assisted in the selection of participants since social media usage is a 
requirement of the sample group and access to the Internet is needed in order to use social media. The 
sample group for Internet mediated surveys must be computer-literate, have access to the Internet and 
have an email account (Lewis et al., 2009:364). The requirements for online surveys are similar to the 
requirements for joining social media platforms, thus these requirements served as a filtering system for 
the sampling process.  
The data collection method also requires filtering systems to ensure that the collected data is relevant to 
the research. Through the use of filtering systems, possible irrelevant data can be disregarded or more 
easily identified. The research delimitations inform what types of filtering systems are required. 
The identified population was a key criterion for relevant data and was used as a basis for filtering. The 
identified population was South African women, between the ages of 18 and 29, who use social media 
platforms that contain fashion content. The focus was on specific social media platforms namely, fashion 
blogs, Facebook, Pinterest and Instagram. For the practical component, ranges were developed for eight 
selected participants. The selection process involved the analysis of the images provided by the 
participants during the questionnaire. The researcher categorised participants’ fashion identities based on 
similarities and trends that were evident in the images participants supplied. This process assisted the 
researcher to identify participants who had unique fashion identities in comparison to other participants. 
Another aspect that played an important role was the contrast between fashion identities, since this 
visually illustrated how participants with similar demographic information could have diverse fashion 
identities. The eight participants were expected to provide feedback on the designed ranges, therefore 
each of the participants had to be willing to be contacted again. Participants had to give consent to the 
researcher to use their responses and inputs in the study. Thus, the relevancy of responses was 
determined by the following criteria regarding participants: 
• Gender; 
• nationality; 
• age; 
• access to the Internet;  
• the social media platforms they use; 
• willingness to participate; and 
• willingness to be contacted again. 
Questions in the first section of the questionnaire addressed these requirements. Closed-ended questions 
were used in this section since it focussed on factual information, which was ideal to determine relevance. 
The closed-ended questions enquired about consent, gender, age, nationality and which social media 
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platforms participants use. These answers determined whether the responses were included in the 
research findings. 
The data collection method influenced the next step in the research process, namely data analysis.  
4.7.3 The data analysis process 
The data analysis stage is meant to give meaning to the collected data (Gray, 2010:493). The research 
choice, in this case mixed-methods (Section 4.3), influences the analysis process.  
The data set comprises both textual and visual data. Subsequently, the analysis process was constructed 
to accommodate both data types and was customised to address the research question. Creswell 
(2009:185-189; 450-456) outlines steps that guide qualitative and quantitative data analysis. Since the 
research utilises mixed-methods, the guidelines were combined and summarised in Table 4.2, to support 
the study. 
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Table 4.2: Steps in data analysis (adapted from Creswell, 2009:185-189; 450-456) 
Step Description 
1 The questionnaires were briefly read by the researcher to familiarise herself with the data 
and to gain a “general sense” of the responses. 
2 Raw data was organised into quantitative and qualitative groups for analysis. 
3 First-cycle coding was applied. 
4 Second-cycle coding was used to develop broader themes and identify categories that 
emerged from the data set. The themes were carefully described and formed the main 
headings or ideas of the findings. During this step, relationships between the themes 
emerged. Statistical conclusions and findings were drawn from the quantitative data’s 
coding. 
5 During this step decisions were made regarding how the analysis and findings would be 
presented, since quantitative and qualitative data are presented differently. Qualitative data 
was presented through rich descriptions, whereas quantitative data was presented through 
descriptive statistics and inferential statistics. Descriptive statistics includes charts and graphs 
to communicate data. Inferential statistics’ purpose is to draw conclusions beyond the 
apparent data. 
6 The last step of the analysis comprised the interpretation of the data, where the aim was to 
connect the data findings with the theoretical findings. The purpose of connecting the 
findings to the literature was to determine whether the data confirmed or contradicted the 
literature. 
In Steps 3 and 4 (Table 4.2), coding was used to capture raw data into a format that was ready for analysis. 
Gray (2010:574) defines coding as “the process of transforming raw data into a standardised format for 
data analysis” by assigning codes to data sections. Coding aims to deconstruct raw data, and conceptualise 
and reconstruct the data in new ways (Collins, 2010:150). The coding process is not the analysis itself, but 
rather a systematic process in data analysis. Coding can be done in several iterations, which is known as 
cycle coding. The number of cycles (Vincent, 2016:7) and the type of coding in each cycle (Huberman, 
Miles and Saldaña, 2014:74) are determined by the researcher and the research aim. Coding and code 
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types might change during the analysis process, since information can emerge that the researcher did not 
anticipate.  
Prior to first-cycle coding, the researcher reads through the responses to become familiar with the data 
(Table 4.2, Step 2). This process is called pre-coding. During pre-coding notes are made regarding 
information and ideas that emerge. These notes along with literature findings from Chapter 2 help identify 
coding types for first-cycle coding. This is in line with Vincent’s (2016:6) view that first-cycle coding is the 
beginning phase of coding where initial codes are assigned to data sections.  
Second-cycle coding aims to form categories, to identify emerging themes or patterns, and to provide 
focus based on first-cycle coding. Gray (2010:496) explains that the researcher at this point looks for 
relationships between the themes or categories that emerge from the coding. The data is thus condensed 
into smaller analytic units by clustering first-cycle codes that have similar themes. For example, a study 
that investigates fashion-buying habits might identify a theme of affordability across multiple types of 
codes. Socio-economic groupings (attribute coding), frustration because of high prices (emotion coding) 
and increasing prices (In Vivo coding) are all codes that can be identified as addressing the same issue of 
affordability. Although different codes were used initially, an overarching theme of affordability emerged.  
The application of appropriate coding is determined by the data type and by the type of information that 
is required from the data (Huberman et al., 2014:73). Textual and visual data need to be approached 
differently. The textual data was analysed using a more structured coding method than the visual data, 
since the visual data relied more on the researcher’s interpretation than the textual data. 
4.7.3.1 Textual data analysis 
As a starting point in the textual data analysis, attribute coding, descriptive coding, versus coding and 
magnitude coding were employed. The following sections discuss these coding types and how they were 
applied. 
• Attribute coding 
Attribute coding is used to establish characteristics or demographic information from the raw data 
(Saldaña, 2013:98). These codes were applied to sift through the personal information section of the 
questionnaire to identify participants’ demographic information. Table 4.3 is an example of how attribute 
coding was used in the light of participants’ occupations during both first- and second-cycle coding. 
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Table 4.3: Coding example of participants’ occupation through attribute coding  
Participant First-cycle Second-cycle 
Lee Makeup artist Creative industry 
Helen Photographer Creative industry 
Joan Architect Creative industry 
Tina Lecturer and freelance writer Creative industry and educator 
Joy Primary school teacher Educator 
Ruby High school teacher Educator 
The first- and second-cycle codes in Table 4.3 were essential for later parts of the analysis where 
relationships were drawn based on demographic similarities. 
• Descriptive coding 
Descriptive coding is also referred to as thematic coding. Saldaña (2013:88) explains that when developing 
descriptive codes, the codes must identify the topic of the data and provide a concise summary of the 
main idea that is emerging. Descriptive coding can, depending on the data, form part of second-cycle 
coding if overarching descriptive codes can be assigned. 
Table 4.4: Descriptive coding example of participants’ perceptions of how fashion represents identity  
Participant Response Descriptive code 
Joan “I like to dress differently than other people…” Expresses individuality 
Pam “Fashion helps me show others that I have no label.” Expresses individuality 
Debbie “I am a sporty girl so my clothes that I wear is mostly 
shorts… I am still girly though…” 
Represents lifestyle 
Represents gender 
Diane “… my dress relates to my religion…” Represents religion 
Angela “My fashion choices depend how (sic.) I feel…” Expresses mood 
These descriptive codes, as illustrated in Table 4.4, assisted in concluding findings relating to how fashion 
represents identity for the participant group.  
CHAPTER 4: 
METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN 
71 | P a g e  
 
• Versus coding 
Versus coding aims to weigh opposing aspects against each other and is more commonly used in focus 
group data, discourse analysis and policy research (Saldaña, 2013:115). Even though it is unusual to use 
this coding method for this type of research, versus relationships were identified in the data. This coding 
method helped to shed light on how fashion represents conflicting aspects of participants’ identities. 
Furthermore, the versus codes identified the types of identities (Chapter 3) the participants felt should be 
represented through their fashion choices. Table 4.5 illustrates examples of versus coding. 
Table 4.5: Versus coding identifying conflicting aspects of identity that fashion represents 
Participant Response Versus code 
Diane “… my dress relates to my religion while still being 
fashionable… “ 
“… requires practical clothing… hard to be fashionable too.” 
Fashionable VS religion 
Fashionable VS 
practicality 
Nancy “Being a young female employee …older colleagues have 
less respect for my authority. I have to adjust my fashion 
accordingly, to improve my professional appearance.” 
Personal style VS 
professional (role) 
identity  
Ruth “I struggle to find work-appropriate clothing without feeling 
5-10 years older.” 
Age appropriate VS 
professional (role) 
identity 
The versus coding affected how the practical component of the research was addressed. Although the 
versus codes did not directly link to the research aim, the relationships that the codes identified indirectly 
influenced the findings as they explained the requirements of identity representation that participants 
experienced.  
The other textual data in the questionnaire leans toward the quantitative aspect of the study. These 
questions provided Likert Scales with answers from which to choose. These responses are analysed from a 
quantitative perspective. Responses were counted to determine, quantitatively, what the outcome was 
for the whole participant group. In order to assist in the reporting of the quantitative data, magnitude 
coding was applied.  
• Magnitude coding 
Magnitude codes are used to “short hand” data and to reflect frequency or intensity of responses 
(Saldaña, 2013:73). Table 4.6 illustrates how magnitude coding was applied to one of the Likert Scale 
questions.  
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Table 4.6: Magnitude coding representing how often participants use social media 
Likert scale Magnitude code (frequency of use) 
More than once a day 6 
At least once a day 5 
Three or more times a week 4 
Once a week 3 
Once a month 2 
Less than once a month 1 
In the example in Table 4.6, the regularity of social media involvement was represented by numbers, 1 
being the least frequent and 6 being the most frequent. The magnitude codes are useful when presenting 
the findings as the codes are less clumsy than phrases. Saldaña (2013:73) proposes that magnitude coding 
is beneficial for mixed-method research as it can place qualitative data in a quantitative light when 
reporting on outcomes. 
In second-cycle coding, the textual data was grouped into overarching themes, categories or relationships 
that emerged in first-cycle coding. Various code types were analysed collectively to identify emerging 
ideas. Consequently, the analysis process proceeded from the coding to identify connections and develop 
interpretations that could be linked to literature. This deductive approach aimed to strengthen the 
research by drawing connections between literature and the data in order to develop interpretations that 
provided explanations or understandings of the research problem. 
4.7.3.2 Visual data analysis 
Less structured coding was employed for the visual data that the participants provided. It is important to 
keep the visuals relevant to the study and not deviate from the purpose of the research question 
(Quinlan, 2011:226). As a form of first-cycle coding, the researcher assigned descriptive words and 
phrases to the images that related to styling, which provided an understanding of the participants’ 
personal fashion identities. The visual data analysis was dependent on the researcher’s interpretation of 
the images. Figure 4.1 is an example of this process. The images in Figure 4.1 were provided by Rue as part 
of her questionnaire.  
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Figure 4.1 illustrates how the researcher deconstructed the images to descriptive words. The analyses of 
these images were used to formulate second-cycle coding. In order to derive descriptive words from first-
cycle coding that were concise and relevant, only five descriptive words or phrases and a colour palette 
were extracted from first-cycle coding.  These codes formed the basis from which the practical component 
was developed. For example, from the first-cycle coding and analysis of Rue’s images (Figure 4.1), the 
following second-cycle coding was developed: 
Table 4.7: Second-cycle coding for participant Rue 
Participant Descriptive words and phrases Colour palette 
Rue Japanese aesthetic, Goth or punk, layering, simplicity, 
androgyny, balanced with suggestions of femininity 
Shades from black to white 
The descriptive words and colour palette (Table 4.7) were the only aspects from the images that were 
used when designing for the practical component. The provided images, as a whole, were not referred to 
Figure 4.1: First-cycle coding of visual data – Rue. (Author’s own) 
Images supplied by participant 
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during the design process in order to prevent unintentional appropriation or copying of their ideas. By 
only using the descriptive phrase and words, the images became guiding tools rather than dictators of the 
design process. These descriptive words were crosschecked with textual feedback, where participants 
described their fashion style. The purpose of the crosschecking was to validate the researcher’s 
interpretation, but also to establish whether there was a correlation between the participant’s perception 
and the provided images. At this point in the research, the collected data inductively influenced the 
practical component (Section 4.5). 
The visual data was also analysed in order to make a theoretical contribution in support of the research 
aim. This was achieved by categorising the visual data based on how the fashion items were displayed in 
the image and where the image was sourced. The display of items related to whether the items were 
displayed flat or on a model. The source referred to the social media platform from which the image was 
obtained. This image categorisation, in terms of how the items are displayed, was not initially an aspect 
that was taken into consideration when the research objectives were set. During data collection it 
emerged that how the fashion items were displayed played a role in the influence fashion content has on 
users. The analysis of the categorised images was recorded quantitatively. The framework used for the 
categorisation is illustrated in Figure 4.2.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Every image submitted by participants was categorised based on the framework illustrated in Figure 4.2. 
The findings were recorded in order to determine which social media platform was used most during 
image sourcing. The manner in which the items were displayed in the images provided valuable insight 
into what type of display was more effective in influencing social media users. This finding is significant to 
the research as it showed what online content was perceived as more influential, allowing the researcher 
Figure 4.2: Categorisation of visual data. (Author’s own) 
Images supplied by participant 
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Figure 4.3: Applied research design adapted from Lewis et al (2009:108) framework. 
to make recommendations for the industry regarding the display of fashion content on social media 
platforms. 
4.8 Summary 
The research design was central to how the study was conducted. It guided all research decisions and 
informed systematically how the investigation process proceeded. The main objective of this chapter was 
to investigate possible research methods and to argue which methods were the most suitable for the 
study. Figure 4.3 (adapted from Lewis et al., 2009:108) visually summarises the research design that this 
study employed based on the arguments provided above.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Each level of the research design (Figure 4.3) is interconnected and guided the research during the various 
aspects of the investigation. The interpretivist philosophy provided the viewpoint that both the researcher 
and participants played an active interpretive role in the research. This philosophy was essential to how 
the analysis was approached. The research design therefore provided the guidelines for the analysis which 
is reported on in the following chapter.  
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5  C H A P T E R  5  
Q U E S T I O N N A I R E  D A T A  A N A L Y S I S  
5.1 Introduction 
This chapter describes the data analysis process that was followed based on the methodological 
framework explained in Chapter 4. The aim of this chapter is to report on the analysis process of the 
collected questionnaire data in order to address the research aim and objectives. These objectives 
include: how fashion represents aspects of identity based on participants’ perceptions; how often the 
identified population uses social media; whether social media fashion content influences users’ fashion 
identities; and whether that influence would necessarily lead to buying.   
In Chapter 2 and 3 the theoretical framework identified the following initial areas of investigation:  
• Identity formation is based on inherent aspects such as time, age, location and culture and 
chosen aspects such as interests; 
• human identity consists of multiple identity types; 
• social media’s influence is determined by the amount of time spent on social media platforms; 
• fashion is a representation tool of identity; and 
• fashion identity represents three core identities, namely personal identity, social identity and 
role identity. 
The points identified above, along with the questionnaire responses, formed the basis for the analysis. 
This chapter discusses the analysis process according to the three main focal areas of the research, 
namely: social media usage, identity and fashion (visual data). The questionnaire questions were grouped 
according to themes. Before exploring the analysis of the social media usage, the response type and the 
biographical information of the participants is discussed in order to contextualise the responses.  
5.2 Response type 
The online questionnaire (see Addendum A) was openly available for a period of six months. During this 
time the researcher publicised the need for participants on social media platforms three times. The initial 
expectation was to receive at least 20 responses; however, by 30 June 2016 when the questionnaire 
closed, it had been completed 47 times. Of the 47 responses, only 46 were valid since one participant 
completed the questionnaire twice.  
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All 46 participants met the required criteria, namely age, gender, nationality, having access to the 
Internet, being a social media user and willingness to participate. Only one participant indicated that she 
was not willing to be contacted for later correspondence. Her response was disregarded for the practical 
component, since correspondence was only a necessity for the practical part of the research. Nine other 
responses were also removed from the selection process for the practical component. Two of these 
indicated that the fashion images on social media do not influence their buying habits; therefore these 
participants would not be relevant for the practical component. Seven more were disregarded since they 
did not submit images. Consequently, 46 responses were used for textual analysis and 36 were used for 
visual data analysis. 
5.3 Biographical information of participants 
The biographical information collected from the questionnaire was initially intended to be used only as a 
filtering system; however, this information was also used as a basis of analysis and informed other 
sections in the analysis. The practical component was dependent on the age and occupational information 
of the participants, since these aspects could require different interpretations and requirements of a 
fashion identity. The biographical information also provides a basis for analysis where findings could be 
drawn based on similarities. 
5.3.1 Age as a limitation in the research 
The identified population was women between the ages of 18 and 29. Age plays an important role in 
identity development and is often a reflection of identity stability (Section 2.4.1). Figure 5.1 illustrates the 
ages of the participants. 
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The aim was to investigate an age group between 18 and 29, but since the need for participants was 
advertised on an open platform and participation was voluntary, the age distribution could not be 
controlled. As a result, the distribution of participants across the identified ages was not spread evenly. No 
responses were received by individuals aged 19, 28 and 29. As a result, age was identified as a limitation 
of the study and thus age-based findings could not be made. The age of participants was still applicable to 
the practical component, since the fashion ranges had to be age appropriate. 
5.3.2 Participants’ occupations as a basis of analysis 
Occupation plays a significant role in identity as it relates to role identity (Section 3.2.3) and occupation is 
the form of role identity that most individuals encounter daily. Professions were grouped based on the 
overarching disciplines. For example, the health care grouping (Table 5.1) included a physiotherapist, 
biokineticist and an occupational therapist. Attribute coding was used for the grouping process. Due to 
the fact that the identified age range of the participants included ages 18 to 23 it was expected that a 
large number of the participants would be students. 
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Figure 5.1: Age of participants. (n=46) (Author’s own) 
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Table 5.1: Groupings of participants according to occupation (n=46) 
Occupation Quantity Participants 
Creative industry 13 Ashley, Brody, Helen, Janice, Jean, Jennifer, Joan, Kim, Mary, 
Paula, Rachel, Tess, Tina 
Student 10 Diane, Donna, Doris, Jessica, Judy, Lee, Linda, Martha, Rue, 
Sandra 
Education 5 Bev, Ellen, Joy, Sarah, Ruby 
Admin 5 Angela, Cathy, Laura, Nancy, Susan 
Health care 3 Andrea, Debbie, Pam 
Sales 4 Alice, Anne, Cheryl, Olivia 
Financial sector 2 Bonnie, Ruth 
Law 1 Lisa 
Managerial 1 Liz 
Public Relations 1 Michelle 
Stay at home mother 1 Rose 
The groups identified in Table 5.1 were used to investigate whether there is a relationship between 
careers (a form of role identity) and fashion choices. By investigating the relationship between fashion and 
occupational groups, findings could be drawn in terms of how fashion identity is influenced by the 
professions of participants. The investigation into the relationship between occupation and fashion 
identity is discussed in Section 5.3.3.  
The participants’ careers influenced the interpretation of the practical component, since certain dress 
requirements in the work environment had to be taken into consideration. For example, South African 
lawyers are only allowed to wear black or grey suits and pristine white shirts when appearing in court; 
thus if Lisa’s images reflect a majority of grey, black and white colour palette, this could merely be a 
reflection of her occupation rather than the rest of her identity. The biographical information 
subsequently supplied context to the practical component. 
5.3.3 Relationship between fashion identity and occupation 
The groups assigned in Table 5.1 were used during this analysis. Occupational groups were analysed 
separately, to compare the images of participants who were in similar professions. For example, all the 
images of participants in the grouping creative industry were interpreted and compared to one another. 
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The researcher used her own judgement and interpretation of the images, as a fashion design 
professional, to complete this qualitative analysis. 
5.4 Social media focussed data 
Each social media platform is designed to function slightly differently from the others. The platforms 
applicable to this study were fashion blogs, Facebook, Pinterest and Instagram. These platforms combine 
visual data sharing and social interaction. Fashion blogs and Facebook encourage interaction, whereas 
Pinterest and Instagram are more focussed on visual data sharing. These different focus areas indicate 
which type of social media platforms are more influential.  
In order to address the main research question, it was pertinent to investigate social media usage in the 
identified population. This section reports on the analyses where social media usage was central. 
5.4.1 Social media platforms that participants use  
The participants were asked to indicate which of the social media platforms (fashion blogs, Facebook, 
Pinterest and Instagram) they use. It was valuable to investigate which social media platform was used 
most among the participants, since that platform could potentially be the most influential. Table 5.2 
indicates the number of participants who belong to the various social media platforms. 
Table 5.2: Number of participants who use specific social media platforms 
Social media platforms Fashion blogs Facebook Pinterest Instagram Other 
Number of participants 12 45 36 36 8 
The largest part of the group makes use of Facebook. Only one participant was not a member of 
Facebook. The questionnaire allowed participants to indicate additional platforms that were not included. 
It was important to allow participants to mention other social media platforms in order to establish 
whether there are other prominent platforms that should be considered in further research. Only eight 
participants indicated that they used other platforms, which included Google Plus, Twitter, Tumblr and 
Weheartit. This suggested that fashion blogs, Facebook, Pinterest and Instagram were the most 
prominent platforms used in the sample group. The popularity of platforms was compared to how often 
the platforms were used in image sourcing for the practical component of the research. The combined 
analyses provide insight into the platform with the most influence. The comparative analysis is reported 
on in Section 5.6.3. From Table 5.2 the assumption was made that a large part of the sample group was 
participating in multi-networking based on the number of users per social media platform.  
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5.4.2 Multi-networking among participants 
This analysis was quantitative in nature and magnitude coding was used during this analysis. The purpose 
was to determine how many social media platforms were used in multi-networking and what combination 
of multi-networking occurred among participants. Section 2.4.5.2 explained that multi-networking across 
different social media platforms is common among users. The participant group supported this 
assumption, with 93% (43 of 46) indicating that they use multiple social media platforms. Table 5.3 shows 
the number of participants and the number of social media platforms they actively use.  
Table 5.3: Multi-networking among participant group (n=46) 
Number of social media platforms Number of participants Percentage 
1 3 7% 
2 8 17 % 
3 24 52 % 
4 8 17 % 
5 + 3 7 % 
The quantities in the above table included all available platforms. This indicates that the influence of social 
media might have to be considered as a collective influence rather than a single platform; therefore the 
combination of platforms that are used to multi-network is important to this research.  
The combinations of platforms that the participants used were analysed based on the four platforms this 
study identified. The ‘other’ social media platforms were excluded in order to keep the analysis relevant 
to the research. There were 11 possible multi-network combinations, which are indicated in Table 5.4. 
Magnitude codes were applied by assigning letters to represent the various platforms. ‘A’ represented 
fashion blogs, ‘B’ Facebook, ‘C’ Pinterest and ‘D’ Instagram.  
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Table 5.4: Multi-networking between fashion blogs (A), Facebook (B), Pinterest (C) and Instagram (D) (n=43) 
Combination (magnitude code) Number of participants 
AB 1 
AC 0 
AD 0 
BC 6 
BD 3 
CD 1 
ABC 0 
ABD 3 
ACD 0 
BCD 21 
ABCD 8 
The most common combination was BCD (Facebook, Pinterest and Instagram). In terms of the multi-
networking combination BCD, both Pinterest and Instagram have features that allow users to link their 
Facebook accounts with their social media activity on Pinterest and Instagram. Facebook can therefore 
collectively document social media activity across all three platforms.  
Facebook was the most popular platform in multi-networking. Only one combination of multi-networking 
did not include Facebook. A possible reason for Facebook’s popularity could be cross-posting, sharing or 
profile linking. Most social media platforms allow for cross-posting, sharing and profile linking; however, 
the options for the social media platforms to which one can cross-post, share or link are limited. For 
example, Instagram has the option to cross-post or share online activity on Facebook, Twitter or Tumblr. 
Pinterest only has the option to link online accounts with Facebook, Twitter or Google Plus. Facebook can 
therefore collectively document most social media activity.  
5.4.3 How frequently participants use social media 
Section 2.4.4 established that the time spent on specific media determines the degree of influence that 
social media would have on the users. Participants were asked to indicate how often they use social 
media. A Likert scale was used to indicate different options referring to how regularly participants use 
social media. The nature of the Likert scale made it possible to analyse the responses in a quantitative 
manner through the use of magnitude coding. The frequency of active social media usage is represented 
in Table 5.5.  
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Table 5.5: Magnitude coding of how frequently participants used social media (n=46) 
Frequency (Magnitude code) 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Number of participants 0 1 3 3 17 22 
Percentage of participants 0% 2% 7% 7% 37% 48% 
Magnitude coding was applied by assigning numbers to the frequency of use. Code ‘1’ represented the 
least amount of time, which was less than once a month, and code ‘6’ represented the most amount of 
time, which was more than once a day. Table 5.5 shows that a large part of the participant group logs into 
their social media accounts daily. Magnitude codes 5 and 6 refer to individuals who access social media 
daily (85% of the sample group) and multiple times a day (48% of the sample group).  
5.4.4 The relationship between frequency of use, influence on fashion identity and 
follow-through purchasing 
The assumption was made that there is a correlation between the time spent engaging with media and 
the influence it will have on the viewer. In order to investigate whether this assumption is true for the 
sample group, social media activity in the group had to be compared to whether participants believed 
social media content influences their fashion identity and whether the influence would potentially lead to 
buying. Follow-through purchasing refers to the buying of the represented items or similar items.  
Essentially, if users are not influenced to the point that a purchase will be made, the use of social media 
content would be irrelevant to the fashion industry. The outcome of this data set was central to the 
research findings. The comparison (Table 5.6) between the frequency of use, influence on fashion identity 
and follow-through buying gave valuable insight into the main research question. 
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Table 5.6: Relationship between frequency of social media usage, influence on fashion identity and follow-
through purchasing (n=46) 
Frequency 
of use 
Influence on fashion identity/follow-through purchase Total 
Yes/Yes Yes/No No/Yes No/No 
1 0 0 0 0 0 
2 1 0 0 0 1 
3 2 0 0 1 3 
4 3 0 0 0 3 
5 16 0 0 1 17 
6 22 0 0 0 22 
Total 44 (96%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 2 (4%) 46 
The majority of participants (96%) believed that their fashion identities are influenced by social media 
fashion content and that the influence would lead to buying the displayed or similar items. Only two 
participants said that social media content had no influence on their fashion identities and that content 
would not influence them to buy. 
5.5 Identity focussed analysis: participants’ perceptions and experiences of the 
relationship between fashion and identity 
The open-ended questions of the questionnaire enquired about identity. Participants were given a brief 
description about what the research entails; however, a definition of fashion identity was not provided. 
The reason for this was to prevent the definition from influencing the participants’ answers and to allow 
participants to formulate their own opinion of how fashion represents identity. The following sections 
report on how the participants responded to questions relating to the relationship between fashion and 
identity.  
5.5.1 What participants understood as fashion identity 
Participants were asked whether they felt fashion represented their identity and to explain what parts of 
their identities were represented through their own personal fashion choices. Their explanations about 
how fashion communicates their own identities were valuable for two reasons. Firstly, the explanations 
provided insight into their understanding of fashion identities and, secondly, it validated their beliefs 
regarding how fashion represents their identities. There was consensus that fashion did in fact represent 
their identities and that fashion played central role in identity communication.  
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The open-ended answers were coded through descriptive coding in order to condense responses. Not all 
responses related to identity representation; however, all feedback was coded. The codes were further 
analysed and grouped according to different identity types (personal, social and role identity). The 
category Other was used to classify aspects that were not associated with identity. 
Table 5.7: Participants’ perceptions of what fashion communicates or expresses 
Type of identity Fashion communicates or expresses (descriptive codes) 
Personal identity Age 
Gender 
Individuality 
Interests 
Lifestyle 
Modesty/values (personal identity) 
Personality traits 
Religion 
Self-esteem and self-respect 
Social identity Ability to follow trends (social acceptance) 
Assists in socialising (encourage interaction) 
Connection to society 
Interests 
Lifestyle/activity 
Religion 
Role identity Confidence at work 
Lifestyle 
Modesty (avoid sexual harassment at work, corporate dress-code) 
Professionalism/occupation 
Other Adaptability between identities (relates to multi-memberships) 
Emotion/mood 
There are aspects that overlap, since the various aspects that form personal, social and role identities 
could be interrelated. The classification in Table 5.7 was dependent on how the participants explained 
their answers. During the explanations, there was a clear distinction between identity aspects that were 
expected or required (“have to” and “need to”) representation and those that were based on free will. 
The chosen representation mostly referred to personal identity, whereas the social and role identity 
aspects were expectations. The chosen representation often related to aspects which aligned with the 
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participants values. Values form a significant part of personal identity development (Section 3.2.1), 
therefore indicating and supporting the assumption that the value-related representations referred to 
personal identity. The expectations in both social and role identity representation related to self-
expectations and societal pressure. For example, the fulfilment of the expectation would lead to preferred 
responses from others which refers to self-expectation; such as corporate wear that encourages respect 
and communicates a notion of competence. Simultaneously, others expect the participants to dress in a 
specific way in order to communicate aspects of membership, such as religious, cultural, and sub-cultural 
membership, which indicates societal pressure. 
5.5.2 Conflicting representations in fashion identity 
Participants highlighted that there are aspects of their identity that they find difficult, yet important, to 
represent. The constraints the participants identified referred to balancing various aspects that related to 
their identity. In order to capture these conflicting representations, versus coding was applied. Table 5.8 
shows all the conflicting aspects that were highlighted. 
Table 5.8: Identified aspects that conflict during identity representation 
Versus code Definition 
Age applicable vs respect from 
others 
Individuals are required to dress older than what they are in 
order to receive respect and to be taken seriously in the work 
environment. 
Comfort/practicality vs fashionable 
vs professionalism 
Fashionable items do not adhere to corporate dress-codes; are 
often uncomfortable and restrict movement. 
Fashionable vs comfort/practicality Fashionable items are often uncomfortable or restrict 
movement. 
Occupation vs body appropriate Work attire is not appropriate or flattering to all body types. 
Professionalism vs comfort Work attire is uncomfortable.  
Professionalism vs fashionable Work attire is not fashion conscious. 
Professionalism vs individuality Work-appropriate clothing prohibits self-expression. 
Professionalism vs practicality 
(weather) 
Work attire is not always weather appropriate. 
Religion vs fashionable It is difficult to find fashion which is both religiously acceptable 
and fashionable. 
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Certain versus relationships identified in Table 5.8 were able to be interpreted in terms of specific identity 
types, namely personal, social and role identities. Aspects such as comfort, practicality and body type did 
not refer to identity aspects, but rather general constraints in dressing. The versus codes that did relate to 
identity were used for further analysis and formed part of second-cycle coding. Table 5.9 illustrates how 
the initial codes in Table 5.8 were interpreted into identity-themed versus codes. 
Table 5.9: Second-cycle coding of the versus codes 
Initial versus code Second-cycle versus code Definition 
Age applicable vs respect 
from others 
Religious requirements vs 
fashionable 
Personal identity vs social 
identity 
Aspects of personal identity (age and 
religion) are compromised to avoid social 
judgement, promote acceptance or to retain 
membership of a group (social identity).  
Professionalism vs 
fashionable 
Role identity vs social 
identity 
Role appropriate attire (role identity) 
disregards social identity aspects. 
Age appropriate vs 
respect from others 
Professionalism vs 
individuality 
Personal identity vs role 
identity 
Personal identity factors (individuality and 
age) are not represented due to 
requirements of the role identity (work 
attire). 
These conflicting identity types in identity representation were notable to identify as these findings help 
define what requirements fashion should adhere to, in order to more accurately represent individuals’ 
identities. The analysis in turn also helped define and support what fashion identity entails. 
5.6 Visual data analysis 
During data collection, participants were asked to provide a minimum of seven images that reflected their 
fashion identity, and the images had to be sourced from a social media platform that they used. The visual 
data was required for both theoretical and practical purposes. The theoretical aim was to support the 
research in categorising the images according to the social media platform from which the images were 
sourced and how the fashion items were displayed. The practical component relied solely on the 
interpretive analysis of the images. The following sections report on how the images were analysed. 
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85%
15%
Display of fashion items
On a model Flat
Figure 5.2: Manner in which fashion items are displayed. (n=451) (Author’s own) 
5.6.1 Categorisation of images according to source 
The images were analysed quantitatively in order to provide insight into which social media platform was 
used more regularly in obtaining fashion content. During the questionnaire feedback, a total of 451 
images were submitted. Initially the questionnaire required a minimum of seven images per participant; 
however, most participants provided more than seven images. Table 5.9 indicates which social media 
platforms were used to source the images. 
Table 5.10: Number of images sourced from social media platforms 
Social media platform Fashion blog Facebook Pinterest Instagram Other 
Quantity 64 71 206 89 21 
Percentage 14% 16% 46% 20% 4% 
The majority of the images (46%) were sourced from Pinterest. When drawing conclusions Table 5.10, 
which refers to the social media platform used to source the images, needs to be compared with Table 
5.2, which refers to which social media platform was used most among the sample group. The comparison 
is done to understand what determines the level of influence: social media platform popularity or content 
type (discourse focussed platforms or image focussed platforms). The comparison of the results of Table 
5.2 and Table 5.10 are discussed in Section 5.6.3. 
5.6.2 Categorisation of images according to how fashion items were displayed 
How the fashion items were displayed in the images provided insight into how fashion items should be 
displayed in online content in order to effectively influence users. The fashion content in the images was 
either displayed on a person (model) or photographed as a flat display. Figure 5.2 illustrates that 85% of 
submitted images had fashion context displayed on a person. 
 
 
 
 
 
   
  
CHAPTER 5: 
QUESTIONNAIRE DATA ANALYSIS 
89 | P a g e  
 
Initially analysing the manner in which the fashion items were displayed was not a research objective; 
however, it provided insight into the type of fashion display that was preferred by the sample group.  
5.6.3 Comparing social media platform popularity to image sourcing 
Having analysed the popularity of different social media platforms (Section 5.4.1) and which social media 
platforms were used for image sourcing (Section 5.6.1), the results had to be compared to determine 
whether the popularity of platforms are a reflection of their impact on users’ fashion identities. Table 5.11 
combines the results of Table 5.2 and Table 5.10. 
Table 5.11: Popularity of social media platforms and sourcing of images per platform 
Social media Platform Popularity Sourcing 
Fashion blog 12 (26%) 64 (14%) 
Facebook 45 (98%) 71 (16%) 
Pinterest 36 (78%) 206 (46%) 
Instagram 36 (78%) 89 (20%) 
Other 8 (17%) 21 (4%) 
The purpose of the comparison was to determine whether the most popular platforms were used to 
source fashion content. The comparison indicated that even though Facebook was found to be the most 
popular social media platform, it was not used as often for image sourcing. Consequently, the comparison 
revealed that social media platforms that are mainly focussed on image distribution are more influential 
with regards to fashion content. Based on the participant group’s feedback, Pinterest has the largest 
influence on fashion identity. The findings of the comparison are central to answering the main research 
question as they highlight that image-based social media platforms are more effective in influencing users’ 
fashion identities. 
5.6.4 Visual data analysis for the practical component 
The visual data analysis was interpretive and qualitative in nature. The visual data informed the practical 
component of the study. Although only eight ranges were to be designed, all visual data had to be 
examined to inform the selection process of the eight participants for who ranges would be designed as 
part of the next stage in the practical component. Section 4.7.3.2 explained how the images, per 
participant, were analysed through making notes, annotations and descriptions that could be used to 
substitute the images. This information was then reduced to five words or phrases and a colour palette. 
The words or phrases consisted of five general observations regarding aspects of fashion identity such as 
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styling and silhouette. The descriptive words and colour palette collectively represented the images for 
each participant. The purpose of assigning the descriptive words was to replace the visual data with 
concepts that could be used to guide the design process. 
5.6.4.1 Participant selection for range development based on visual analysis 
The participants’ visual data was grouped according to similarity in style and trends. The researcher 
assigned criteria/descriptions to each group to ensure that the grouping was consistent. The criteria were 
used to validate the inclusion or exclusion of participants in a specific group. Nine participants were found 
to have unique fashion identities that could not be grouped with any of the other participants. Since only 
eight participants had to be selected for the design aspect of the research, one participant was removed 
based on the researchers’ discretion.  
5.6.4.2 Design process and range selection 
The words or phrases and the colour palette that were compiled during analysis guided the design 
process. Biographical information was also consulted during the design process to ensure that the ranges 
were consciously designed based on the participants’ age and occupation. This was to ensure that the 
ranges were age- and work-appropriate (which became evident as factors in identity representation, as 
discussed in Section 5.5.2). The reason for not using the images as a basis of the design process was to 
prevent copying/subconscious appropriation and promote innovation. The ranges consisted of five outfits 
per range. Below are the eight ranges that were designed (Figure 5.3 -Figure 5.10) accompanied by Table 
5.12 - Table 5.19, which list the descriptive words or phrases that were compiled during analysis. After 
each table, a short description of the participant is given to set the context for each range. Following the 
description, an explanation regarding design choices is given.  
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Table 5.12: Descriptive words and colour palette based on the researcher’s interpretation (Andrea) 
Participant Descriptive words Colour palette 
Andrea Feminine, floral, summer, high-neckline, short hemline. Bright, vibrant  
Andrea is a physiotherapist. She explained that she specifically chooses bright and happy colours to draw 
people in. She described herself as an athletic, friendly, easy-going and confident woman.  
The online content that Andrea provided was predominantly floral summer wear, therefore the 
researcher decided to remain in that category of design. The bodice silhouettes mirrored sport wear cuts 
such as the t-shirt and the athletic vest. This was chosen as her career is focussed on sport injuries and her 
own athletic lifestyle. Floral prints were used in more abstract manners to create a modern approach to 
floral prints. The horizontal lines were used to create visual boldness to illustrate her confidence. 
  
Figure 5.3: Fashion identity range – Andrea. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer 
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Table 5.13: Descriptive words and colour palette based on the researcher’s interpretation (Diane) 
Participant Descriptive words Colour palette 
Diane Modesty, feminine, layers, religious, drape/wrap 
detail. 
Neutrals balanced with brighter 
tones; purple, blue and pink  
Diane is in the creative industry which requires her to dress fashionably, as this is expected from her 
profession. She describes herself as a real “girly-girl”, introvert, but strong willed. She highlighted that 
religion plays an important role in her identity and that it is crucial to design in accordance with her 
religious dress requirements. Her religion requires her to always wear a hijab (veil covering hair) and loose 
fitting garments. The hijab has to cover the chest area if the neckline exposes one’s chest. Diane is of the 
opinion that Muslim fashion is stigmatised to be predominantly black, simple, not fashionable and often 
not age-appropriate for younger women.  
In order to address the frustrations Diane felt regarding religion appropriate dress, the researcher 
designed the range based on the visual analysis. Afterwards the range was re-evaluated in order to make 
the necessary adjustment to adhere to the religious requirements such as lengthening hemlines and 
raising necklines. This method allowed the researcher to use Diane’s identity (other than her religious 
Figure 5.4: Fashion identity range – Diane. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer. 
. 
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identity) to guide the design process. Her religious identity was then applied to include that aspect of her 
identity in the range.  
The balance of the muted neutral colours combined with the brighter colours was chosen to translate the 
contrast between her introverted nature and strong will. The abstract floral prints, soft draping, frills and 
flare were used to communicate the feminine side of Diane’s identity. Diagonal lines and panels were 
used in each outfit in order to create a younger fashionable aesthetic and to contradict the stereotypical 
simple, floor-length Muslim attire. The range focussed on loose fitting garments to respect her religion; 
however, the range is designed to subtly indicate a feminine silhouette (which was approved by Diane). 
The feminine silhouette communicates femininity and youthfulness. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 5.14: Descriptive words and colour palette based on the researcher’s interpretation (Ellen) 
Participant Descriptive words Colour palette 
Ellen Feminine, preppy, innocence, nostalgic references, floral detail. Pastels 
Ellen is a kind-hearted, softly-spoken, feminine young woman. She is a primary school teacher and part-
time psychology student. The school where Ellen teaches requires that staff members’ hemlines be just 
above the knee or longer and that their shoulders should be covered. Ellen describes herself as a mixture 
of an old and youthful soul. The photographs she submitted showed fashion items that had detail, which 
aligns with her involvement with psychology.  
Figure 5.5: Fashion identity range – Ellen. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer.  
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Her feminine side was translated into lace detail and floral prints. The types of floral prints were 
specifically selective for the vintage aesthetic (old soul) in contrast to the modern garments (youthful 
soul). The Peter Pan collars with embroidery detail represent the preppy style with a nostalgic appeal. The 
soft pastels were combined with brighter tones. The combinations of colours were chosen to exhort a 
level of maturity and authority which is needed in her role identity, as both a teacher and a psychologist, 
whilst still having pastels to neutralise the brighter colours and to remain in her fashion comfort zone. 
High necklines were selected to communicate her reserved (softly-spoken) nature. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 5.15: Descriptive words and colour palette based on the researcher’s interpretation (Jennifer) 
Participant Descriptive words Colour palette 
Jennifer Colourful, matching/sets, drape, prints, bold. Multi-coloured 
Jennifer has her own business, which is in the creative industry. She describes herself as “the different one 
in the family”, talkative, loud and creative. Furthermore, she placed emphasis on her logical and 
mathematically focussed mind. She explained that she found it difficult to find fashion items that she 
could wear at professional meetings, while still portraying her loud, fun-loving nature.  
To balance the seriousness of being a business woman and a fun young woman, the researcher made use 
of traditional corporate wear silhouettes, but incorporated bold and bright prints to create a cohesive 
aesthetic that translates her spontaneity. The garments allow her to feel confident and professional in the 
Figure 5.6: Fashion identity range – Jennifer. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer. 
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boardroom, but still true to her own identity. The prints were chosen to show abstract interpretations of 
geometric shapes to translate her interest in the logical and her mathematical way of thinking. The outfits 
balanced tight fitting and loose fitting garments. Loose fitting garments were designed based on drape 
techniques and flaring.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 5.16: Descriptive words and colour palette based on the researcher’s interpretation (Joan) 
Participant Descriptive words Colour palette 
Joan Fabrics are the focal point not the garment construction, festival 
aesthetic, waist line is extenuated, artistic, dark bohemian. 
Dark, jewel 
tones 
Joan is an architect. She sees herself as an artistic individual who is pessimistic, but “not overly 
melancholic”. She is an introvert. She aims to express her creativity in combining unique fashion items in 
her wardrobe in order to prevent her appearance from being a generic representation of mass 
production. As an architect Joan often meets with clients directly, therefore the range had to be work-
appropriate.  
To capture Joan’s mood that is dark, but not overbearingly so, in the range, the researcher aimed to use a 
combination of black, jewel-toned prints and muted colours. Gold accents are used to bring forth a lighter 
contrast to the dark colour palette. The print proportions are large to create a dramatic affect 
complimenting her artistic and creative nature; however, the prints are also in muted tones to strengthen 
Figure 5.7: Fashion identity range – Joan. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer. 
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her pessimistic views. Joan’s questionnaire answers hinted that she is self-conscious and prefers to not be 
the centre of attention. In order to communicate her introverted personality and self-consciousness, the 
range was designed with conservative necklines and the muted colours also strengthened this aspect of 
Joan’s identity. Hemlines were kept longer or just above the knee in order to be work appropriate.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 5.17: Descriptive words and colour palette based on the researcher’s interpretation (Liz) 
Participant Descriptive words Colour palette 
Liz Leopard prints, Hip Hop subculture, balance of loose fitting and 
tight fitting garments, stretch fabrics, kitsch elements. 
Black, gold, 
khaki and pink 
Liz describes herself as a loud, strong willed and confident woman. Her full time occupation is restaurant 
manageress, but she is also a freelance artist. The images she submitted had references and influences 
from the Hip Hop subculture. She described her fashion style to be “gangster loud”.  
The descriptions she gave did not completely align with the submitted images; however, fashion is 
interpretive and subjective, and therefore the image analysis was used more as a design guide rather than 
her questionnaire responses. The Hip Hop subculture references that were used included the dropped 
crotch lines, loose fitting drape and gold chains. Confidence and strong personality types are associated 
with the Hip Hop subculture; therefore the subculture style imbued those aspects of her identity. The gold 
Figure 5.8: Fashion identity range – Liz. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer. 
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accents were used to contrast with the overwhelming black of the range. Bold prints were used to 
showcase her confidence and creative side.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 5.18: Descriptive words and colour palette based on the researcher’s interpretation (Paula) 
Participant Descriptive words Colour palette 
Paula Prints (various tribal, cultural), slim fits, clean lines, emphasis on 
waist, visually balanced (clear focal area in each outfit). 
Warm colours 
Paula is a fashion designer and has her own clothing brand. She is an outspoken, free-spirited, impulsive, 
caring and outgoing woman who prides herself on her individuality. She admits that being scatter-brained 
causes her style to be mismatched at times, resulting in outfits that are not cohesive, but she makes use of 
accessories to tie the different elements of her style together. She describes her individual style as clean 
cut with nomadic elements.  
Paula’s range as a whole is less cohesive than the other ranges designed for the study. This was 
intentionally done to illustrate her impulsive nature and scattered mind. There is, however, a common 
thread in the general aesthetic of the range. Tribal or cultural prints were evident in her images. The range 
incorporated more abstract interpretations thereof in order to make the range more timeless, since tribal 
or cultural prints go in and out of fashion. It was decided to include the tribal or cultural prints, because 
Paula expressed her interest and respect for cultural aspects which she finds inspiring. The warm colours 
Figure 5.9: Fashion identity range – Paula. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer. 
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showcase her warm and caring nature. The range consists of both corporate-appropriate attire and leisure 
wear to accommodate her outgoing and professional lifestyle. Bright colours are included as accents 
which draw attention to the wearer, which her outspoken nature encourages.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 5.19: Descriptive words and colour palette based on the researcher’s interpretation (Rue) 
Participant Descriptive words Colour palette 
Rue Japanese aesthetic, Goth or punk, layering, simplicity, androgyny 
balanced with suggestions of femininity. 
Shades from 
black to white 
Rue is an engineer who needs her fashion to express her capability in a male-dominated profession. She 
explained that her dress can be feminine, but has to discourage sexual harassment in the work space. She 
describes herself as a serious, confident and strong woman. 
In the questionnaire, Rue’s strong will and dominating presence were evident in her responses. It became 
apparent that she had a clear understanding of her identity. She prides herself in her femininity, but is 
realistic in terms of the challenges she faces in the work environment. The work environment allows for a 
more informal dress code, therefore the range has a more casual appearance. The loose fit or box 
silhouette provides an androgynous aesthetic that enhances a feel of power and strength. The pinstripe, 
grid print and tartan design are typical in menswear, further contributing to the masculinity of the range. 
In contrast, the outfits include skirts that show Rue’s celebration of her femininity. The dark colours 
Figure 5.10: Fashion identity range – Rue. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer. 
Photographed by Zani Dreyer. 
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communicate her seriousness and conviction of her capability in the work space. The layering of garments 
enhances the androgynous look. 
The ranges (Figure 5.3 - Figure 5.10) were critiqued in a practical consultation with the researcher and 
three experts in the field of design. The consultation with these experts ensured that the selection for 
range development was unbiased. The experts were briefed on the research topic, the purpose of the 
consultation and given a brief background on each participant’s identity, which was compiled based on 
the textual feedback of the initial questionnaire. Firstly, the individual ranges were discussed and critiqued 
as separate creative ranges. Factors that guided the discussions were the cohesiveness in each range, how 
the identity was interpreted and communicated through the range in terms of the design elements such 
as flow, harmony, visual balance, textures and innovation. It was important to include objective opinions 
in the selection process as it assisted in validating the interpretation of the researcher and in determining 
whether the resulting ranges did in fact communicate the intended identities successfully.  
Based on the discussions and critiques that arose during the consultation, it was decided that the ranges 
of Paula (Figure 5.9) and Rue (Figure 5.10) were to be used for the practical component. The selection 
process was based on the coherence between the identity description and the range, the visual 
effectiveness and the contrast between the two chosen ranges. The contrast helped to highlight the 
differences between the unique fashion identities. 
The range selection for the practical component was done prior to contacting the participants for their 
opinion of the range that had been designed for their identity. The reason for this was to prevent the 
feedback from influencing the range selection. The aim of designing the ranges was to investigate whether 
fashion content on social media could be used as an effective tool in designing for a specific fashion 
identity. The success of the design process was determined by the participants’ opinions, as they had to 
confirm that the ranges that were designed did represent their identity correctly. 
5.6.4.3 Feedback on the ranges 
In order to determine whether the practical component was successful, the designs of the ranges were 
sent to the eight selected participants for feedback. The participants were asked to complete a short 
questionnaire focussed on the participants’ opinions about their ranges. The feedback questionnaire 
(Addendum B) consisted of eight open-ended questions. They were asked to comment on and critique the 
ranges, to indicate whether the ranges depict their fashion identities and whether or not they would buy 
the ranges if they were available in retail outlets. The responses are shown in Table 5.20. 
CHAPTER 5: 
QUESTIONNAIRE DATA ANALYSIS 
100 | P a g e  
 
Table 5.20: Responses to the effectiveness of the ranges 
Participant 
Was the range successful in 
capturing your personal fashion 
Does the range represent 
aspects of your identity 
Would you buy 
these items 
Andrea Yes Yes Yes 
Diane Yes Yes Yes 
Ellen Yes Yes Yes 
Jennifer Yes Yes Yes 
Joan Yes Yes Yes 
Liz Yes Yes Yes 
Paula Yes Yes Yes 
Rue Yes Yes Yes 
In Table 5.20 the open-ended responses were categorised as ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers. All eight participants 
agreed that the ranges successfully captured their identities and that the ranges reflected the type of 
fashion that they would purchase. The participants provided explanations why they felt the ranges were 
successful in representing their identities. Their answers referred to specific details in the designs that 
accomplished the holistic representation of their identities.  
The participants were asked to indicate any recommended changes. The feedback regarding changes was 
to establish whether changes would be necessary to achieve accurate identity representation and to 
validate the successfulness of the ranges. The recommended changes were analysed to determine the 
motivation for the changes. Participants who felt that changes were necessary only identified one outfit 
each that needed adjustments. The recommended changes are documented in Table 5.21. 
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Table 5.21: Changes recommended by participants 
Participant Recommendation Motivation for change 
Andrea Change colour to another shade Personal preference 
Diane None Not applicable 
Ellen None Not applicable 
Jennifer Change colour, lengthen skirt Body type 
Joan 
Require consistency in season (felt the accessories 
and the clothing reflected different seasons) 
Personal preference 
Liz Colour and fit Personal preference and body type 
Paula Skirt needs to be lengthened Identity misrepresentation 
Rue Lengthen top Body type 
The reasons for the changes were important to identify, since the researcher designed from limited 
information regarding the participants’ identities. Therefore the researcher could only rely on the visual 
data to provide insight into the participants’ identities. In Table 5.21 the need for a change was 
categorised, based on the reason the participant offered. Only Paula’s recommended change referred to 
the misrepresentation of identity. The other motivations that the participants identified are valid changes; 
however, these motivations were not based on identity representation, and therefore the changes were 
not implemented in the ranges.  
5.7 Summary 
This chapter reported on how the data analysis was done. The analysis process focussed on analysing the 
questionnaires that participants completed. As a starting point, the chapter recalled the focal areas of the 
study in order to contextualise the chapter. The analyses were divided into the three focal areas in the 
study, namely social media activity, identity focussed data and fashion (visual data).  
Due to the irregular distribution of participant ages, the research was limited by not drawing conclusions 
based on participant age. The biographic information of the participants was used for the practical 
component in order to contextualise the designs to the participants’ lifestyles. Their occupations formed 
the basis of a comparative analysis between members of similar careers. 
The social media activity of the participants was captured in a quantitative manner. The analyses 
investigated the popularity of social media platforms among participants, how frequently social media is 
used, what combinations of platforms were used during multi-networking and whether participants 
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believed that social media could influence their fashion choices and if the influence would lead to 
purchasing.  
The analyses of the data that referred to identity were qualitative in nature and required interpretation 
from the researcher. The identity data explored the participants’ perceptions of fashion and identity. 
These responses were dependent on the lifeworld and opinions of the participants. Chapter 3 played a 
pivotal role in understanding and interpreting this data. 
The visual data was investigated to support both the practical and theoretical components of the 
research. The analyses that related to the theoretical component were quantitative in nature and 
explored how the fashion items were displayed in the images and from which social media platform the 
images were sourced. The practical component was qualitative in nature and required interpretation 
based on the researcher’s discretion.  The analyses for the practical component explored the visual data in 
order to develop ranges for eight participants.  
In the following chapter, findings will be reported and conclusions will be drawn based on the analyses 
from this chapter. The findings will aim to answer the research questions and to meet the research 
objectives.  
 
CHAPTER 6: 
FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 
103 | P a g e  
 
6  C H A P T E R  6 :   
F I N D I N G S  A N D  C O N C L U S I O N S   
6.1 Introduction 
The primary aim of the research was to investigate how selected social media platforms with fashion 
content, influence the identity formation of users, and also, if online content does influence users’ fashion 
identities, how the fashion industry could apply users’ online activity to developing fashion ranges. The 
study set out specific objectives that collectively assisted in addressing the primary research aim. This 
chapter aims to discuss the findings and conclusions drawn from interpreting the analyses of Chapter 5 by 
using these research objectives as a guide. The objectives include: 
1) To establish why identity is important and what influences the formation of identity; 
2) to investigate how fashion is utilised in the representation of identity; 
3) to determine how media (including social media) influences viewers or users; 
4) to explore identity theories (personal, social and role) in order to determine which type of identity 
is represented by fashion; 
5) to determine which of the selected social media platforms (fashion blogs, Facebook, Pinterest or 
Instagram) is used most and therefore more likely to influence users; and 
6) to create a fashion range that illustrates how social media influences identity formation and how 
users’ online activity can be used as a form of design assistance. 
The chapter’s sections are arranged according to the objectives which are being addressed. Some of the 
objectives have already been met throughout the study; therefore those sections include brief summaries 
of what the outcomes of those objectives were. The objectives are either met through theoretical 
findings, questionnaire results or both. Throughout the chapter, the theoretical findings are represented 
by bold text and where applicable, the theoretical findings are accompanied by discussions on whether 
the questionnaire results validate or refute the findings. 
The findings and conclusions are limited to the sample group and cannot be generalised. Age was 
identified as an additional limitation that became evident during the analysis process (Section 5.3.1). 
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6.2 What is the importance of identity? And what influences the formation of 
identity? 
This objective was addressed in Chapter 2 (Sections 2.2-2.3) and formed part of the theoretical 
framework. The chapter investigated the crucial role that identity plays in society and why identity is 
significant to individuals. Identity was found to be central to human development and a necessary part of 
society since it allows individuals to classify one another. The classification of human identity relies on two 
questions, namely, who one is and where does one belong? 
Identity is deemed as important as it collectively represents aspects of an individual that make up who he 
or she is. The aspects that form identity are either inherent or chosen. The inherent parts of identity 
include aspects such as time, age, region and culture, which individuals are born into; whereas chosen 
parts refer to identity aspects that individuals choose to incorporate into their lives, such as interests, 
hobbies, occupation, social or political beliefs. Consequently, identity is formulated based on various 
influencers. The complexity of identity lies in the fact that identity is developed from numerous stimuli, 
which are unique to every individual.  
The chosen aspects are more diverse, since various outside factors can influence these parts of identity. 
Social interaction and media were identified as the factors that influence identity formation most. The 
influence is felt more since both can challenge ideas and perceptions. Social media combines these two 
influential factors. 
6.3 How is fashion utilised in the representation of identity? 
The representation of one’s identity contributes to the importance of identity, since the representation 
determines how others perceive and react toward an individual. Representation also has an influence on 
how individuals perceive themselves. Fashion’s vital part in identity representation was investigated in 
Chapter 2, Sections 2.5 – 2.6.  
The investigation found that fashion communicates aspects of identity to the broader community and 
influences the interactions that the individual experiences. Fashion provides people with cues on how to 
behave and react towards individuals they encounter. The visual communication that fashion achieves can 
be explained through semiotics. In simple terms, fashion elements evoke emotions and connotations that 
observers inherently interpret. For example, a beggar with dirty, torn and mismatched clothing 
communicates suffering and can evoke feelings of sympathy from observers. The process of semiotics is 
dependent on context, social understandings and interpretation.  
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During the initial investigation in Chapter 2, the role of fashion in representation was investigated and 
found fundamental to the interaction between individuals and to establish ownership of one’s identity.  In 
the questionnaire the participants explained what aspects of their identity were communicated through 
their fashion choices (Section 5.5.1). All 46 participants believed that their fashion choices did 
communicate their identity, which supports the theoretical finding that fashion is a form of identity 
representation. Participants also expressed that fashion allows them to publicly claim who they are 
without verbalising their identity. The aim was not to investigate how fashion was consciously used to 
achieve specific representations; however, some participants did mention that they choose specific 
fashion styles or colours to evoke desired responses from the broader community and to communicate 
certain character traits about themselves. It is noteworthy to mention these responses, as it further 
supports Chapter 2’s theoretical finding that fashion is often consciously chosen to display aspects of 
one’s identity to evoke desired responses from other individuals. The responses also indicate that 
participants were aware of fashion’s role in identity representation. 
6.4 How does media (including social media) influence viewers or users? 
The influence media has on viewers was addressed in Section 2.4.4  from a theoretical perspective. The 
questionnaire enquired about participants’ perceptions about the influence social media has on their 
fashion preferences. The analysis of those responses and the theoretical investigation together address 
this research objective. 
The investigation in Chapter 2 explored media in general and then focussed specifically on social media. 
Media in all its various formats is fundamentally designed to distribute information. In the modern 
consumerist age, media is more specifically designed to purposefully persuade its audiences to 
participate. Participation includes reaction, interaction on online platforms and possibly follow through 
purchasing.  
The investigation revealed that media by itself cannot influence audiences, but can however fuel 
existing inclinations. For example, violence in media would not necessarily lead to viewers participating in 
violent acts, but if viewers are inclined to violent behaviour, the violence portrayed in media could further 
fuel that inclination to act. As a result, media provides stimuli that influence audiences and the degree or 
extent of the influence is determined by their individual experiences and inclination to similar behaviour. 
Chapter 2 further found that the level of influence is determined by the type of content and the duration 
of exposure to the media content. Visual information that media distributes was found to be more 
effective than textual information. The reason for this is that audiences are able to remember visual 
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information more accurately than text. This is significant, since the study specifically focussed on visual 
fashion content on social media. The fashion content therefore is already more influential due to its visual 
nature.  
In Chapter 2, the assumption was made that more time spent interacting with media increases the level of 
influence of the media. In order to further investigate this assumption, participants were asked to indicate 
how regularly they use social media.  
The literature consulted in Chapter 2 indicated that the identified population of this study falls in the age 
parameter of the most active social media users. The questionnaire responses supported this with 48% 
(22 of 46) of participants using social media multiple times a day and 37% (17 of 46) using social media at 
least once a day; consequently, 39 of the 46 (85%) participants use social media daily. Therefore, based on 
the theoretical assumption that the amount of time spent exposed to media will increase the influence of 
that media, the participant group is likely to be influenced by social media content due to their regular 
exposure to it. 
The investigation further revealed that media assists in the construction of values and perceptions. In 
Chapter 3, values were identified as central to identity development. Values determine core aspects of 
who a person is, how one perceives the world and how one behaves. Furthermore, Chapter 3 reported 
that values directly influence and assist the construction of personal identity. Personal identity then, in 
turn, influences the development of role and social identity. Consequently, if media affects values, it 
directly influences identity (personal, social and role) formation as well. This connection is central to the 
main research question. Figure 6.1 illustrates how the influence is understood based on the findings in 
Chapter 2 and 3. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6.1: Flow diagram of media influence on identity development. Author’s own (2017) 
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Figure 6.1 is a simplified illustration of the study’s findings regarding the influence media has on identity 
development. The diagram does not include other influencing factors such as the inherent and chosen 
aspects that were discussed in Sections 2.4.1 and 2.4.2; however, it focusses on the influence media 
specifically has on the development of identity, based on the theoretical investigation. 
In order to validate this theoretical connection, participants were asked whether they believed that social 
media influenced their fashion identity. 96% (44 of 46) believed that fashion content on social media 
influenced their fashion identity. The influence on fashion identity directly links to identity formation, 
since fashion identity is the representation of identity as a whole. In other words, if fashion identity is a 
visual representation of identity, as established in Section 6.3, then identity changes will reflect in fashion 
choices and when fashion choices change, it could be a representation of the changes occurring in one’s 
identity.  
The influence of social media is, however, insignificant if it is not followed through with purchasing. 
Purchasing the fashion content or similar fashion goods confirms the influence social media has, because 
pressing the like-button on social media does not follow through to identity representation. For this 
reason participants were asked whether online fashion content necessarily leads to purchasing the items 
or similar items. Only 4% (2 of 46) indicated that fashion on social media platforms does not influence 
them into follow through purchasing. These results indicate that, in the participant group, fashion content 
is highly effective in influencing users to the extent of purchasing.  
6.5 Which identity type (personal, social and role) is represented by fashion? 
This objective has two aspects: firstly, it required a theoretical investigation to establish what each 
identity type entails and, secondly, the theoretical investigation is used to deduce which of the identities 
are represented through fashion. Both aspects were addressed in Chapter 3. 
Personal, social and role identities were investigated in order to gain an understanding of the different 
identities and how they are constructed. Personal identity was established as the core identity that helps 
develop all aspects of an individual. Values form the basis of personal identity and influence how social 
and role identity is constructed; therefore values play an essential binding role between the various 
identities.  
Social identity relates to the connection individuals have to the broader community. This identity is 
founded in membership and the urge to belong. Role identity was identified as a purpose driven identity 
that is based on the required behaviour for positions in society, for example mother role identity or 
teacher role identity. Each of the identity types is omnipresent and has a set purpose based on the context 
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of the situation. Although the identities are always present, the context determines whether the identity 
is prominent and enacted.  
Based on the investigation, the researcher deduced that aspects of the various identities are always 
present and that fashion can represent each specific identity. Consequently, the researcher found that 
fashion collectively represents multiple aspects of an individual which relate to all the identities. Fashion 
can thus simultaneously communicate aspects of personal, social and role identity. The multiple 
representation explains why unique fashion styles exist, because each individual has a unique combination 
of personal, social and role identities which are displayed through their fashion choices. The research has 
termed this multiple representation as the fashion identity of individuals. 
In order to test the theory of fashion identity, the researcher asked participants to explain what their 
fashion communicates about their identity. Participants were not given information regarding the identity 
types. This was intentionally omitted in order to ensure that the responses were unbiased and truthful. 
The individual responses were coded and grouped according to the identity types (Section 5.5.1). For 
example, gender, personality traits and values were coded as personal identity. Participants expressed 
factors that related to personal, social and role identity. These responses support the theoretical findings 
of Chapter 3, that fashion represents all identity types. 
During the analysis it was found that participants identified conflicting aspects that made identity 
representation challenging. The conflicting aspects correlated with identity types, which suggests that 
even though fashion identity combines the representation of identities, there are still challenges in 
balancing the various identities. The challenges that were identified often emphasised expected 
representation, where participants responded with “have to” or “need to”. The expected representation 
commonly related to social and role identity, whereas personal identity representation came naturally and 
freely.  
As part of the various identities that fashion represents, the study investigated how participants with 
similar role identities might have overlapping fashion identities. This analysis was conducted by grouping 
similarities in fashion identities. The categorisation of similarities was done based on a visual analysis of 
the images participants submitted during the questionnaires. Groups were created with short descriptions 
of the fashion identity that was represented. Participants that were divided into the same groups were 
then compared based on their occupation, which forms part of their role identities. The aim of this 
analysis was to determine whether similar role identities would share commonalities in fashion identity.  
Trends among participants in similar occupations did occur; however, based on the large variety of 
occupations, a definite conclusion could not be made. Although in Table 5.1 (Section 5.3.2) occupation 
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groups were created, the groups were made based on a broad description of each career. For example, 
the educators consisted of educators in various fields and levels ranging from pre-primary teachers to 
tertiary level lecturers. The differences in role requirements for participants in the occupational category 
were thus too diverse to draw definite findings. However, there were indications that certain occupation 
roles did favour certain aspects of fashion identity. It was found that participants with role identities that 
required managerial positions, such as admin-based or client-focussed occupations, favoured more formal 
fashion identities than participants in more flexible occupations such as in creative industries, which was 
expected based on the role requirements. 
6.6 Which of the selected social media platforms (fashion blogs, Facebook, 
Pinterest or Instagram) are used most? 
The objective had two aspects that had to be addressed. Firstly, the objective required the study to 
establish which social media platform is most popular amongst the participant group, and secondly, to 
establish which platform was used most for fashion image sourcing. The results were compared to gain 
understanding which of the selected platforms is used most in terms of fashion content, consequently 
establishing which is most efficient in influencing fashion identity and if the most popular platform for 
general use would necessarily have influence on fashion identity.  
Table 5.2 (Section 5.4.1) illustrated social media platform usage amongst the participants. Facebook was 
the most popular with only one participant not being a user. Of the 46 participants, 36 use Pinterest, 36 
use Instagram, 12 use fashion blogs and eight use other platforms. A possible reason for Facebook’s 
popularity is that the platform allows one to document multi-networking. A Facebook profile can be linked 
to one’s Instagram and Pinterest account in order to collectively document social media activity. 
Consequently, Instagram and Pinterest content is visible and accessible on Facebook.  
The majority of the sample group (43 of 46) actively participates in multi-networking. Multi-networking 
was deemed notable to discuss, since social media content could be documented on various platforms. 
This cross-documentation makes the influence of specific social media platforms fluid and difficult to 
determine. The most common combination of multi-networking amongst the participant group was 
Facebook, Instagram and Pinterest (21 of 43). This combination allows for a balance of social media types. 
Platforms are designed for different type of interactions. For example, Facebook and fashion blogs allow 
for discussions to take place whereas Pinterest and Instagram are designed for visual data sharing. 
Therefore, users use specific platforms for specific reasons. The combination of Facebook, Instagram and 
Pinterest, which was most common, allows for both textual interaction and visual sharing.  
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The popularity in general social media usage provides insight into which platform would most likely 
expose users to fashion content; therefore, based on the data analysis, Facebook should expose the users 
to the fashion images the most. In contradiction, the analysis showed that participants sourced their 
images mainly from Pinterest (46%, 206 of 451) and Instagram (20%, 89of 451) (Section 5.6.1, Table 5.10). 
This finding suggests that the type of platform plays an important role in influencing fashion identity. 
Based on the analysis, social media platforms that mainly focus on visual data are more influential than 
platforms that focus on discourse. Although Instagram and Pinterest’s visual content can be easily 
available on other platforms through multi-network linking, these visual-based platforms were preferred 
by participants during image sourcing, rather than Facebook and fashion blogs. Knowing where the images 
were sourced thus gave a more accurate understanding of which social media platform is most influential 
to its users, in terms of fashion content. 
This finding supports the theoretical finding in Section 2.4.4, which stated that visual content in media is 
more effective in influencing audiences, since visual content is more accurately remembered. Therefore 
the participants validated that visually focussed media platforms are more effective in influencing 
audiences than media platforms that are focussed on textual information. 
6.7 How can fashion content on social media be used to assist the designing of 
fashion ranges? 
The purpose of this objective is to visually illustrate how fashion content on social media has influenced 
the fashion identity of the participant group and how the online activity of users can be used as a tool in 
fashion design. Essentially, this objective aims to practically apply the theoretical findings by using the 
online content to guide the design process of fashion ranges. The participant feedback relating to the 
effectiveness of the range’s ability to communicate identity determines whether the theoretical findings 
can contribute to using online content to assist the design process in the fashion industry.  
Social media is currently an important part of the fashion industry in terms of online marketing and e-
commerce; however, if fashion content on social media influences users’ fashion identities (Sections 6.4 
and 6.5), these images are also a representation of the users’ identities. Therefore, users’ online fashion 
content is a visual record of the user’s fashion identity. 
The design process, for the practical aspect of the research, required the interpretation of the images 
participants submitted along with their questionnaires. The analysis, interpretation and design process 
was discussed in Section 5.6.4.1 and Section 5.6.4.2. The process involved the analysis of all feedback, 
from which eight participants were selected for range design development. The design process for the 
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eight ranges relied on the researcher’s interpretation of the information given by each participant, 
through applying semiotic principles (Sections 2.6.1 - 2.6.1).  The visual data was analysed through 
assigning words to the images (Section 5.6.4.2) which had to be re-interpreted into sketches for a range.  
The success of the interpretation of their fashion identity is determined by the participants’ feedback. The 
eight selected participants for range development all confirmed that the ranges depicted their personal 
fashion identity and they would purchase the range if available in retail stores. The positive responses 
indicate that the practical component was successful and that the online fashion content of users can be 
used as a guideline to the design process (Table 5.20 and Table 5.21). Further confirmation is that the 
participants believed that they would buy the ranges. The follow through purchasing is crucial to the 
success of the practical component. 
As part of the practical component, two ranges were selected for physical production (Section 5.6.4.2). 
Five outfits per range were produced and photographed. The photographs for Paula’s range are displayed 
in Figure 6.2 - Figure 6.6. Rue’s range is displayed in Figure 6.7 - Figure 6.11. Addendum C includes more 
photographic evidence of the two ranges. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6.2: Paula's range - outfit one. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer. 
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Figure 6.4: Paula's range - outfit three. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6.3: Paula's range - outfit two. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer. 
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Figure 6.6: Paula's range - outfit five. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer. 
Figure 6.5: Paula's range - outfit four. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer. 
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Figure 6.8: Rue's range - outfit two. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer. 
 
Figure 6.7: Rue's range - outfit one. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer. 
 
CHAPTER 6: 
FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 
115 | P a g e  
 
Figure 6.10: Rue's range - outfit four. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6.9: Rue's range - outfit three. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer. 
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Figure 6.11: Rue's range - outfit five. Author’s own (2017). 
Photo: Dreyer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Although the practical component as a whole was successful, based on the evaluation of the participants, 
there were recommended changes. Changes were expected since the researcher had no knowledge about 
the participants and was designing purely based on the images that the participants submitted. Six of the 
eight participants recommended changes, which are documented in Table 5.21. The recommendations 
were categorised according to the reason for the changes and only one was due to the misrepresentation 
of identity (Paula’s range). The other changes were recommended due to personal preference with no 
reference to identity factors which is why these changes were deemed to be irrelevant to the research. 
Based on these findings, one could conclude that users’ social media fashion content is rich data that can 
be used as a design guideline for an identified target market. 
6.8 The type of visual content that was found as effective 
As part of the initial planning of the research, the type of visual fashion content was not considered. 
Through the analysis process of the visual data, it became evident that a trend in types of visual display 
emerged. Although the manner in which the fashion items are displayed did not form part of the research 
objectives, it was, however, deemed important to include this in the study in order to provide insight into 
what type of fashion content was identified as influential and to encourage further research in this area.  
The visual data that participants supplied was divided according to whether the fashion items were 
displayed on a person or whether the items were photographed in a flat composition. Of the 451 images 
participants submitted, 384 images contained fashion items displayed on a person. Consequently, these 
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results indicate that fashion items displayed on a person are more likely to influence users than items 
photographed in a flat display. A possible reason for this is that the audience is then able to see how the 
items are worn, providing further fashion direction in terms of styling and accessorising the fashion items. 
The fit of garments is also better understood and interpreted on a body. 
6.9 Contribution and significance of the study 
The study aimed to investigate what influence social media platforms with fashion content have on the 
fashion identity of users. Three main research areas that this study focussed on were fashion, identity and 
social media. These three areas each had specific aspects that had to be investigated in order to address 
the main research question.  
The theoretical outcome of the research was that fashion plays an important role in the representation of 
identity. The fashion identity, which this research explored and defined in Chapter 3, is the representation 
of an individual’s own unique identity (including personal, social and role identity). From an academic 
perspective, the study provided insight and understanding as to how identity is developed and the role 
fashion plays in representing personal, social and role identity. The study further provided insight into 
how the fashion identity of social media users can be influence by online fashion content. Regular use of 
online platforms increases the level of influence on fashion identity. Social media platforms that mainly 
focus on visual data dissemination were found to be more influential than platforms that are more aimed 
at textual discourse.  
The research found that, based on the findings in the practical component, the influence social media 
content has on fashion identity can be a useful design guideline. The practical component illustrates that 
fashion professionals can use their target market’s online activity to determine what type of fashion 
identity their target market is engaging with. The online content can provide the fashion industry with 
valuable, instant insight to their target market’s fashion inclinations. The research has shown that the 
online content can effectively provide enough information to assist in the design process in order to 
predict and meet the target market’s needs. 
6.10 Further recommendations for research 
The research investigated how social media fashion content influences users’ fashion identities and how 
their online content can be used as a guideline for designing in the fashion industry. During the research 
process, areas emerged that require further investigation and could lead to other research topics. 
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Research that could build on this research’s findings includes areas such as semiotics, online content type 
and similarities in identity representation. In terms of semiotics, a more thorough investigation into how 
semiotics can be specifically applied in fashion could be investigated. This research relied on the 
researcher’s interpretation of the visual content and how the researcher would visually communicate that 
interpretation in fashion design. To build on this process, research could be conducted on how semiotics 
in terms of colour, social agreements and other social factors communicate specific aspects in relation to 
fashion items. This research focussed on utilising semiotic principles rather than investigating it as a social 
phenomenon. A recommended field of research regarding semiotics in fashion would be to investigate the 
spectator’s reaction or interpretation of semiotics in fashion, therefore shifting the focus from the creator 
of fashion semiotics to the interpreter of semiotics. This could assist the advertising of fashion goods, as it 
would provide insight to how fashion goods should be advertised in order to evoke the desired responses 
from the target market. 
Further research in the field of identity representation through fashion could investigate commonalities in 
identity representation among individuals with similar identity types, which would assist in identifying 
emerging trends among the similar identity types. The findings could assist the industry to supply fashion 
goods based on the emerging trends to a target market that shares identity types. This study touched on 
this briefly in Section 6.5 by comparing fashion styles of individuals in similar role identities; however, the 
participant group for this study was too diverse to be able to draw findings regarding commonalities in 
representation. A recommended change for research in this field would be to select participants who have 
the same identity type. For example, one could select a participant group that consists of only primary 
school teachers. Similarly, one could investigate other aspects of identity that overlap, such as aspects of 
personal and social identity. By comparing fashion identities and looking for commonalities, one could 
draw identity-based findings. Participant groups that are more cohesive in terms of identity could provide 
more insight to commonalities in identity representation. The findings could then be applied in fashion 
industries that focus on a target market that shares these identity types. 
Another aspect of identity commonalities that could be investigated is age. The theoretical findings of this 
study indicated that age determines stability in identity. Consequently, the theory suggests that younger 
individuals have less stability in their identity than older individuals. Therefore their fashion would 
represent a disconnected identity rather than a clear cohesive fashion identity. The participant group for 
this study consisted of an age group that is rather broad and older than the identity development phase. 
Thus age based findings on identity representation through fashion could not be drawn. Research that 
investigates the stability and clarity of identity representation among younger participants could shed 
light on this phenomenon, thereby providing insight into the age groups for which fashion is essential to 
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representing identity. If younger participants choose more disconnected fashion identities, it would 
suggest that the fashion industry, focussed on a younger target market, does not need to incorporate 
identity aspects in their design process. 
6.11 Closing comments 
This study attempted to determine the influence that fashion content, on social media platforms, has on 
users’ identities and how fashion designers could use the online activity of users to assist in the design 
process. This was examined through theoretical investigation on how identity is formulated, how fashion 
represents identity and which identity types are represented though fashion. Furthermore, the study 
made use of a practical component to explore how effectively fashion designers could use the online 
fashion content of users to develop designs. The study concludes that online fashion content does 
influence identity and that online content can be utilised by fashion designers to guide the design process. 
The research has highlighted fashion’s role in identity representation and the contribution that fashion 
online content could have in the design process. The use of the target market’s online activity allows for 
instant data gathering regarding the target market’s fashion preferences. This indicates that online fashion 
content could be used for more than just marketing brands and could provide valuable insight into the 
target market’s preferences. Consequently, fashion online content is equally important in reaching the 
target market, and in gathering data from the target market in order to make informed market-focussed 
design decisions.   
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7  A D D E N D U M  A :  O N L I N E  Q U E S T I O N N A I R E  E X A M P L E  
Social media influence on fashion identity 
(Ethics clearance reference number H/15/ART/A&D-002) 
The study, Designing fashion identities: The influence of social media on representation, aims to investigate 
the influence fashion content in social media has users’ identities. This study will specifically focus on women 
between the ages of 18 and 29. Since the study will be investigating individual fashion identities, an assigned 
pseudonym will be used to accompany your data. The data will be analysed for the purpose of a practical 
component. The findings will be used to inform a fashion range. From all the participants, eight participants 
will be selected for range development. These eight ranges will be done in sketch format. The selected eight 
participants will then receive feedback from the researcher to show them the developed ranges. These eight 
participants will be expected to give their inputs and opinions on the ranges. Finally from these eight sketch-
ranges, the researcher will select two participants’ ranges to be physically produced. Participants must keep 
in mind that these sketches and the produced ranges will be displayed at either an exhibition and/or at a 
fashion show held at NMU. The participants’ assigned pseudonyms will accompany all the work throughout 
the study.  
Consent questions: 
1. I understand that I will be assigned a pseudonym and will never be referred to by my real name. 
 Yes 
 No 
2. I understand that the data collected through this study will be used for the purpose of this study and 
its practical component only. 
 Yes 
 No 
3. I understand that the researcher may contact me for feedback on the study. 
 Yes 
 No 
4. I understand that I could notify the researcher before the publication date if I change my mind about 
my participation. 
 Yes 
 No 
5. I am allowed to say no and that my participation is voluntarily. 
 Yes 
 No 
6. I consent that the data, associated with my pseudonym, may be published in the study. 
 Yes 
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 No 
7. I consent the researcher may contact me after the completion of the questionnaire for further inputs 
into the study. 
 Yes 
 No 
8. I consent that if my data is selected for the practical component that the fashion or sketches made 
for me as an individual may be displayed along with my assigned pseudonym. 
 Yes 
 No 
9. I understand that my identity will not be revealed in any discussion, description or academic 
publications by the investigators. 
 Yes 
 No 
10. I understand that this study will not result in any additional cost to myself. 
 Yes 
 No 
11. I state that no pressure was exerted on me to consent to participation and I understand that I may 
withdraw at any stage without penalisation. 
 Yes 
 No 
Biographical information: 
1. Name: 
2. Surname: 
3. Email address: 
4. Age:  
 18-20 
 21-23 
 24-26 
 27-29 
5. Occupation: 
6. Nationality: 
 South African 
 Non-South African 
7. ID number (for control reasons only): 
 
Social media related questions: 
1. Indicate which of the following social media networks you use: 
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 Fashion blogs 
 Facebook 
 Pinterest 
 Instagram 
 Other 
2. If you answered ‘other’ in the question above, please specify which network 
3. How often do you use the above-mentioned social media networks? 
 At least once a day 
 More than once a day 
 Once a week 
 Three or more times a week 
 Once a month 
 Less than once a month 
Fashion and identity related questions: 
4. The fashion on these platforms inspires me/my fashion opinion. 
 Strongly agree 
 Agree 
 Disagree 
 Strongly disagree 
5. I would wear similar clothing/fashion goods to those represented on these platforms (Q-1 above). 
 Yes 
 No 
6. Do you feel that your fashion communicates aspects of you identity? If yes, please state in 30 words 
or less how your fashion choices communicate aspects of your identity. 
7. In your working environment, what challenges do you face, in terms of fashion? 
8. Please provide at least 7 images from social media that influenced your fashion style OR it could be 
images that reflect how you would like to dress if you had NO limits. Images can be provided via 
hyperlinks in the text box provided or via email to barnardmieke@gmail.com. Please indicate what 
social media platform the images come from and include your name in the email. This is merely to 
link the images to the correct participant. Indicate if you are planning to email the images. 
Terminology:  
Fashion refers to clothing, hair, make-up, accessories and shoes. Identity refers to aspects of you as such as 
culture, social groups, values and age.
ADDENDUM B 
132 | P a g e  
 
8  A D D E N D U M  B :  F E E D B A C K  Q U E S T I O N N A I R E  
Dear participant name (pseudonym given) 
Thank you for filling in the online questionnaire for my M Tech (fashion) regarding your own personal 
fashion identity. There were 46 individuals that participated in the online questionnaire. From the 46 
participants, eight individuals were selected for further development.  Your feedback was chosen as one 
of the eight. 
Your textual and visual feedback has gone through vigorous coding and analysis. The data was broken 
down and analysed based on identity features such as age, occupation and personality traits. The images 
were revised for key characteristics that spoke to your personal style which links back to these identity 
features. Based on the analysis a range has been developed (please see the attached document for your 
own personal range).  
Please answer the following short questions regarding the sketch-range. 
1. Do you feel that the range, as a whole, successfully captures your personal style? 
2. Does the look and feel of the range reflect your personality? Please elaborate with examples such as 
what character traits/aspects of your personality is reflected. 
3. Which of the designs, in your opinion, reflect you the best/is your favourite design (if any) and why?  
4. Which of the designs, in your opinion, does NOT reflect your identity/least favourite (if any) and why? 
5. If question 4 was answered, please suggest possible changes to improve the design. 
6. How would you accessorise or style the range in order to further depict your identity? (please feel 
free to send images in order to answer this question) 
7. Would you buy the garments in the range if they were available in retail outlets?  
8. Any other additional comments/questions you have. 
Thank you so much for your participation. I really appreciate your time and willingness to assist in my 
project. The feedback will provide valuable insight to the research. Of the eight ranges, two will be 
selected for production. I will be in contact to notify you if your range was selected. Please feel free to 
contact me with any questions. 
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9  A D D E N D U M  C :  P O R T F O L I O  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
P A U L A  
[OUTSPOKEN, FREE-SPIRITED, OUTGOING] 
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Paula's range - outfit one. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Paula's range - outfit one. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Paula's range - outfit two. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Paula's range - outfit two. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Paula's range - outfit three. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Paula's range - outfit three. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Paula's range - outfit four. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Paula's range - outfit four. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Paula's range - outfit four. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Paula's range - outfit five. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Paula's range - outfit five. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Paula's range - outfit five. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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R U E  
[STRONG, CONFIDENT,  DOMINATING ] 
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Rue’s range - outfit one. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Rue’s range - outfit one. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Rue’s range - outfit two. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Rue’s range - outfit two. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Rue’s range - outfit three. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Rue’s range - outfit three. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Rue’s range - outfit four. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Rue’s range - outfit five. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
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Rue’s range - outfit five. Author’s own (2017). Photo: Dreyer. 
